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ABSTRACT
DIRT ROADS AND DUAL-SPORTS:
GEOGRAPHY AND MOBILITY OF THE TRANS-AMERICA TRAIL
by Joseph Samuel Miller
August 2015
The purpose of this research was to examine the mobility that has become
associated with the Trans-America Trail (TAT). I explored the ways this motorcycle
route changes across space, how the characteristics of adventure motorcyclists have
created the representation of the TAT, and how the mobility of this route can be
described in terms of Cresswell's six politics of mobility––motivation, speed, rhythm,
route, experience, and friction. Using a mixed methods approach, I measured quantitative
characteristics of the route using maps and GIS; I used ethnographic methods collected
from my own trip across the TAT to understand the landscape and the interaction of
people on the route; and I used rider narratives and photographs to understand the
motives, travel, and experiences of TAT travelers. My results show the TAT as a distinct
cultural landform that has been given meaning by the adventure motorcycling community
based on landscape characteristics, social relationships, and a distinctive movement
pattern built on motivation and experience.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Movement across space is a primary component of geography. We can measure
the physical movement of people and objects across space, but measurement often
obscures the meaning and purpose of movement. Geographers use the holistic concept of
mobility to understand how movement is practiced and represented. Mobility is an
element of human nature, and it reveals characteristics of culture and perceptions of space
(Cresswell 2010). Pierce Lewis (1996) wrote that mobility is part of the mythology that
describes the American experience. He argued that geographic mobility is not only an
American right; it has become associated with economic and social mobility, which has
popularly defined the inherent progress to success. Jack Kerouac (1957) and John
Steinbeck (1939) have captured the identities and aspirations of successive generations of
Americans through their stories of travel and movement (Cresswell 1993; Bill 2010). The
national identity of the United States is in part defined by the mobility of westward
expansion and Manifest Destiny.
In describing movement, representation, and mobility, it is important to remember
that the act of mobility is represented as a route across geographic space. Researchers
have studied how routes established by human movement create specific landscapes
(Stewart 1953; Newton 1970; Lewis 1996; Raitz 1996; Hvattum et al. 2011). These
landscapes of mobility are bound to a line between the beginning and the end of
movement. Following these traditions of route geography and mobility, the purpose of
this project is to describe the geography of a route and the mobility that has become
associated with it. Using the Trans-America Trail (TAT) as a study site, this thesis
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investigates the geography and mobility of this route, focusing on the motivations,
experiences, and perceptions of the community of adventure motorcyclists who have
created it.
The Trans-America Trail (TAT) consists of around 4,185 miles of mostly dirt
roads that begin in Tennessee and end at the Pacific coast of Oregon (Figure 1). The route
crosses 10 states on its way to the Pacific Ocean, including Tennessee, Mississippi,
Arkansas, Oklahoma, New Mexico, Colorado, Utah, Nevada, California, and Oregon. An
adventure motorcyclist named Sam Correro established the route in the late 1990s as a
way for dual-sport motorcyclists to cross the United States on as many dirt roads as
possible (Trans America Trail 2015). Motorcyclists from around the world can now
purchase maps and roll-charts of the route from Correro on his website,
TransAmTrail.com. A specific type of mobility is now associated with the TAT because
of its popularity with dual-sport motorcyclists. To understand this route and its mobility, I
have used qualitative and quantitative methods of data collection that involve participant
observation, semi-structured interviews, ethnography, geographic information systems
(GIS), and narrative and photograph analysis.

Figure 1. Trans-America Trail (TAT) with elevation profile
3
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Figure 2: The adventure motorcyclist appearance. Carey Fulmer in his motorcycle gear
and his dual-sport motorcycle, Kawasaki KLR 650. Photo taken near Salina, Oklahoma.
Part of this research involved me riding the Trans-America Trail on a dual-sport
motorcycle during the summer of 2014. In doing so, I participated in the cultural nuances
of adventure motorcyclists – those who ride motorcycles over long distances and expect
to encounter harsh environments, conditions, or terrain as part of their recreational
objective (Price-Davies 2011) (Figure 2). Along the way, I took notes that detailed the
landscape of the route, my actions and activities, and ethnographic accounts from
business owners and people I met as a means of studying the use and activities on the
trail. After completing the ride, I analyzed the resulting data to look for specific themes
that emerged according to Tim Cresswell's (2010) six elements of the politics of mobility:
motivation, speed, rhythm, route, experience, and friction. Lastly, I have developed a
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theoretical framework that sheds light on the culture of adventure motorcyclists, their
experiences on the TAT, and the relationship between movement and landscapes.
I explored the following questions as part of my thesis research:
• How does the route change across space, and what are the characteristics of the
surrounding social and physical environments?
• How do the defining characteristics of the adventure motorcyclist community
influence their perception and experience of the landscape?
• What can riding the TAT teach us about mobility?
• What does this landscape of mobility reveal about the connections between
movement and landscape?
While this route is made up of a network of mostly rural roadways and a
preexisting transportation infrastructure, the Trans-America Trail is commonly known in
the adventure motorcycling community as a motorcycle journey. What is one man's
journey, however, is another's adventure tourism. A journey is motivated by the desire
for an authentic experience, emotional investment, mental and physical endurance, and
escape (Laing and Crouch 2011; Hall and Page 2006). A primary theme of a journey is
that the traveller is pushed to some boundary or frontier; in many cases, this frontier is
spatial in character and manifests as sparsely-settled countryside or some other rural
place (Caruana and Crane 2011). Studies have suggested connections between escapism,
journeys, and rural tourism, but detailed links between perceptions, motivations, and rural
places need further research (Williams and Soutar 2009; Sharpley and Jepson 2011). In
this regard, one further purpose of this research is to examine the TAT as a journey, and
explore the relationship between desolation and populated areas.
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Within the framework of geography, this project fits into the context of mobility,
route geography, drive tourism, sub-cultures, and adventure tourism. Previous research
shows that certain areas can be socially and culturally understood by studying the
landscape of transportation routes that exist within them. For example, George Stewart’s
study of U.S. 40 (1953) and Milton Newton’s (1970) writings on route geography in
Louisiana expanded the views of geography to incorporate route geography to understand
specific places. Other studies have examined the effect of routes on certain areas, and
how perceptions of these routes influence traveler behavior (Hvattum et al 2011; Laing
and Crouch 2011). As the geography of journeys, escapism, and pilgrimages is still
developing, this research is highly relevant to central themes within the discipline and
will provide important insights for the social sciences community as well. I hope the
results of this study will contribute to a wide range of literature on landscape values,
tourism, space perception, and spiritualism.
The intellectual merit of this research is in its examination of mobility as a
function of movement and landscape. Despite the recognition among geographers of the
importance of routes as geographical entities, more research is needed on the cultural
processes of recreational movement and on landscapes of mobility. This research is
distinct because it explores how landscape influences the meaning of a journey. Along
with providing different aspects for research on tourism, pilgrimage, mobilities, and
sacred space, this study also explores the geography of motorcycle tourism, a topic that is
underrepresented in travel research. Lastly, the Trans-America Trail is a new recreational
landscape that has yet to be adequately documented in the academic literature. Its
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importance as a route along which one can travel by dirt roads across North America is a
significant topic worthy of study.
The broader impacts of this research lie in its potential contribution to mobility,
tourism, and recreation theory. This research could assist economic development and
environmental management. With a central theme being the connection of the rural
landscape to meaningful travel, rural tourism markets are an underlying focus of this
research. Rural tourism markets could greatly benefit from research that reports their
meaning and influence. A complete documentation of the Trans-America Trail will also
be beneficial for its future maintenance. Finally, I hope to add to our understanding of
travel and shed light on why it is so meaningful and influential.
This thesis is split into six chapters: (I.) Introduction, (II.) Literature Review, (III.)
Methodology, (IV.) Results, (V.) Discussion, and (VI.) Conclusion. Chapter II reviews
the relevant literature concerning this thesis and includes an overview of mobility and
movement, route geography, adventure tourism, small town tourism, and motorcycle
studies. Chapter III then explains the methodology and the research design. This chapter
includes my research questions and a description of my methods, sampling techniques,
and analysis.
Following my methods, Chapter IV provides the results of my research and
includes sections regarding quantitative descriptions of the route, the ethnography of my
fieldwork, and the analysis of narratives and photographs from online sources. Chapter
V, the discussion, explains these results within the context of mobility, focusing on
pilgrimage, the adventure motorcycling community, the tourist gaze, land cover and
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population, movement, and experience. Finally, Chapter VI ends this thesis with a
conclusion that summarizes the results of the research within the context of mobility.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
Cultural aspects and personal meanings are important components of mobility and
travel research. A major influence of this body of literature, John Urry’s Tourist Gaze
(1990), exemplifies an instrumental piece in theorizing the importance of travel, place,
and perception. Tourist Gaze enlarged the scope of tourism research to focus on
travellers’ perceptions and the common authenticities that are sought through place
experience. Notable theorists, including Yi-Fu Tuan, Clifford Geertz, and Victor Turner
collectively illustrate the importance of understanding the cultural aspects and personal
meanings instilled within landscapes (Turner 1969; Geertz 1974; Tuan 1974). In Pierce
Lewis’s (1976) "Axioms of the Landscape,” he describes that we should pay attention to
differences in landscapes. One way to understand how cultural landscapes provide
conceptual insights is by reading the landscape. John Fraser Hart (1995) described this
technique by explaining that geographers should consider three parts of the environment:
physical landforms, vegetation, and built-structures, and that we should read the
landscape by considering the patterns in both ordinary and unique landscapes. In other
words, we should pay attention to both the rare and common sights of our environment.
My use of ethnographic methods coupled with interviews is intended to investigate the
presence of symbolic landscapes and the importance of space and place.
Studies that have explored the connections between mobility and landscape
suggest that the experience of physical movement can lead to the creation of place (Tuan
1974; Urry 1990; Zoomers 2008; Palmer 2010; Law 2013; Nemeth and Che 2013;
Quinlan, Carmichael, and Doherty 2014). In many cases, traveling a route is more
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important than the destination, and the surrounding landscape determines the type of
experience. Similarly, the desire for an authentic experience has been shown to motivate
people to travel. The experience of travel can be sacred and can provide spiritual meaning
for the traveller.
Additionally, the risk and uncertainty associated with adventure tourism comes
from environments with low populations (Beedie and Hudson 2003). The closest small
towns surrounding these destinations of adventure tourism have the potential to become
areas frequently visited by travelers and tourists for supplies (Rogerson 2007). Therefore,
adventure tourism can be a source of income and provide sustainable growth for some
small towns and communities (Zoomers 2008).
To understand the relationship between mobility and landscape within my project,
I have considered literature in the following topics: movement and mobility, route
geography, adventure tourism, small-town tourism, and motorcycle studies.
Movement and Mobility
Movement is a primary theme of geography (Natoli 1994). Animals, objects, and
ideas move between places, and if the data exists, we can measure how things move
through calculable space (Cresswell 2010). Mobility and diffusion have become primary
parts of geography because they relate to how beings and objects interact with the
environment. If objects move between places, change occurs, and geographical research
must address the changes. Mobility and diffusion are concepts that can be mapped, but
they require a conceptual framework that stretches across the domain of geography.
In Lowe and Moryadas’s (1975) The Geography of Movement, he describes that
the reasons for movement are 1) needs and desires, 2) population thresholds, and 3)
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time/place utilities. He considers how objects and people move through segments such as
nodes, routes, and networks. Placing these ideas in a framework of geography, he
explains that routes connect nodes. Nodes can be conceptualized by being sources of
energy along the route, thus making movement along the routes possible. The
connections of these routes, which further facilitate movement, come together as a
network. A network has a geography in and of itself (Lowe and Moryadas 1975).
Networks have different degrees of sustainability, costs, energy, and variety of factors
that will change based on the environments they inhabit.
Similarly, anthropologist Tim Ingold has considered a conceptual framework for
human movement across space (Ingold 2007, 2011). He suggests that humans move in
two ways: we move in a non-organized wayfaring manner between unexpected nodes or
in a straight, direct, and anticipated way of transport. He also explains that we can
consider the lines and styles of personal movement for systematic descriptions of
movement over time.
Mobility, however, not only considers movement but also the causes, effects, and
interconnections of movement. Tim Cresswell (2006, 2010, 2011) has published several
articles summarizing current trends and research in mobility research. First, he describes
mobility as being calculable with observations, descriptions, and spatial change (2010).
Second, Cresswell finds that the study of mobility must consider the scale of spatial
interaction. Geographers should consider boundaries, or how a movement is bounded to
particular locations. Furthermore, he argues that mobility research should be open to the
movement of cultural beliefs, trends, and other nonmaterial concepts that can move.
Lastly, he specifically suggests that mobility research is not always concentrated on
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movement; sometimes the most important parts of a network are the moments when
subjects stop and the action is halted.
Cresswell (2010) has explained that research has now moved into the new
mobilities paradigm, which constitutes the changing scale of mobility from the personal
experience to the globalized world. In this new standard, research must consider the
movement, representation, and practice of mobility. Cresswell argues for a theoretical
framework of mobility that he describes as the six politics of mobility. These six politics
are motivation, speed, rhythm, route, experience, and friction. Mobility is a function of
the interaction of these six parts. Moreover, mobility is political; it can be created by
social groups, or it can create social groups (2010). Cresswell believes that the six politics
help us understand how social groups use mobility. Furthermore, these components help
describe the inherent political structure causing differences in mobility between social
groups (Cresswell 2010).
Similarly, cultural diffusion relates to mobility in terms of how different subjects
and ideas spread over space (Jordan-Bychkov et al. 2005). There are three primary forms
of diffusion that occur across a landscape: contagious or expansion, relocation, and
hierarchical diffusion. In contagious diffusion, the subject begins in one point and spreads
directly from that point over space. In relocation, an object begins at a centralized point,
is moved to another location, and then spreads from that point. In hierarchal diffusion, a
subject begins at a dominant, concentrated location and then spreads to areas of less
dominance and less concentration.
In the case of the Trans-America Trail, knowledge of the route could potentially
spread by both hierarchical and expansion diffusion. As riders come to the route from
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around the world, they eventually return home, taking with them their experiences of the
route. Communities closest to the route could potentially become more aware of the route
than areas further away. The TAT also has a strong online presence for adventure
motorcyclists around the world, thus hierarchically diffusing these ideas internationally.
Using these concepts of mobility and diffusion, we can describe how people move
between places by understanding travel as a network of mobility with nodes and routes.
Nodes represent origins, destinations, and the places along the way. Mobility is highly
important to the human condition. Outside of recreation and leisure, the possibility of
movement correlates with positive lifestyles. Literature and historical accounts all
contribute to mythologies of movement as important for progress and development
(Lewis 1996).
Route Geography
The goal of this research is to explore links between mobility and landscape.
Specifically, I am interested in understanding how this relationship works among routes.
The research that questions how landscapes impact travel across a route can be found
within tourism studies literature or in route and road geography.
Kemp (1983) explains that routes provide freedom and mobility, but roads also
provide a sense of place. While this sense of place is created by the location (or locality)
and the structure of the route, the road is capable of existing as a cultural artifact that
people can understand as a part of the landscape (Kemp 1983)
In addition to seeing roads and routes as parts of the material landscape, we must
consider the historic development of roads (Kemp 1983). Roads are developed trails, and
these historic trails can be traced back to the modified paths made by the patterned
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movement of humans and other animals. In many cases, roads begin as amateur folk craft
that evolve based on political organization and technology, and may eventually become
incorporated into a society's infrastructure.
There is a purpose for the routes that we take, and these routes can be described
using techniques from landscape geography. George Stewart (1953), Karl Raitz (1996),
and Milton Newton (1970) explained how routes exist as places built within landscapes.
Along these landscapes, we can see human artifacts and man-land interactions that
explain why routes exist and why they are used.
Milton Newton's (1970) study of route geography in St. Helena Parish of
Louisiana argues that we have the ability to examine routes as distinct cultural landforms.
Historical, cultural, physical, political, and economic factors play a role in our
understanding of roads and their mark on the landscape. Newton introduced the concept
that the arrangement of particular routes are based on needs and that routes have
historical evolutions similar to Kemp's argument (1983). Newton identified four phases
of route formation: hunter and trader routes, stockman and farmer routes, railway lines,
and automobile routes.
In his book The Tourist: Travel in Twentieth-Century (1985), John Jakle writes
that recreational travel in the United States underwent a process of transformation in the
early 1900s. Travel was first an activity for the elite and only later became a recreational
activity for the middle class. Travel also became dominated by vehicular transportation
across placeless interstates. When the middle class began using travel as a recreational
activity, a mythology was built around journeys out west across dirt roads. Jakle (1981)
previously expanded on the mythology surrounding the west by analyzing travel
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photographs and narratives from the 1930s to understand how landscapes were perceived
by travellers. He found that common themes had created a place of enormity, which
focused on the physical landscape formations, isolation, and unexpected adventure.
The Tour de France bicycle race was studied as an event that shapes how people
perceive the landscape of France. Since the race is an annual event, Palmer (2010) argues
that the changing places of the tour are vital to producing social maps of France, while
also cementing the iconic landscapes that spectators remember as the place of the tour.
Similarly, the bicycle has been studied as a tool people use to travel across the
landscape. Pesses (2009) shows that bicycle touring is an opportunity to traverse a unique
route that breaks a mundane mold of transportation caused by the automobile, thus
causing a relationship between place and mobility.
Tourism mobilities and travel behavior are gaining popularity as valuable
endeavors for social researchers (Van Acker et al. 2010; Hannam, Butler, and Paris
2014). A number of works explore the role of perceptions, motivations, and experiences
in order to explain personal freedom in tourism (Caruana and Crane 2011). A new
perspective gaining ground in tourism research is the connection of the traveler to
spiritual and ritual meanings in tourism (Sharpley and Jepson 2011). One example of this
is the growing connection between tourism and pilgrimage. Most relevant to this project
is recent research on cultural attractions, scenic routes, and the meaning and image of
destinations in both tourism and geography (Denstadli and Jacobson 2011; Ramkissoon,
Uysal, and Brown 2011).
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Adventure Tourism and Mobility
As the value of tourism is determined by a physical place, culturally-derived
aspirations project worth upon the landscape (Williams 2002). Human perceptions of the
worth of the landscape change through time. To understand changes in perceptions, travel
and tourism studies have recently taken up new avenues in research. For example, on the
rise is the concept of phantasmal destination (Gao, Zhang, and Decosta 2012), which
refers to places of tourism built by modern myth and folklore. More closely associated
with my research is frontier tourism. As explored by Laing and Crouch (2011), this type
of travel sends one to a frontier to experience exploration through a historical journey or
myth. Their work reveals that authentic experience is a motivating factor with this type of
travel.
Much of the literature dealing with routes, risk, and travel is embedded within
topics of adventure tourism (Cater 2006). Within this literature, the importance of
tourism is frequently placed on the tourism participants and their experiences (Buckley
2006). Buckley (2012) found that the feeling of an emotional or psychological rush was
the most important motivation for adventure tourism. Other studies show that value
within adventure tourism not only is apparent in monetary worth, but also in the emotions
and authentic experiences themselves (Williams and Soutar 2009). A number of
researchers have studied mountaineering as an example of adventure tourism in light of
its popularity and high levels of risk (Beedie and Hudson 2003; Promfret 2012). Promfret
(2012), for example, found that mountaineering tourism provides a sense of spiritual
feeling that evokes the authentic experience.
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Similar to this thesis, Thomas Crawford (2015) studied the Trans-America
Bicycle Trail to understand why bicyclists travel to Oregon across a network of paved
roads from Virginia. He found themes of the tourist role, a sense of challenge and
personal achievement, an escape to freedom, a connection with nature, idealized
pastoralism, interaction with people, and a pilgrimage to the real America.
A current trend is the marketing of different routes and roads as foci of tourism
(Rogerson 2007). Many routes gain their importance by historic events that involve
movement and place. Examples of these routes includes the historic black migration
embedded within the blues on Highway 61, or the route to the hopeful, prosperous west
on Route 66 (McGinley 2007; Lamb 2012). As a symbolic route for the growth of
America, Route 66 has been a frequent tourism subject due to its history of place,
movement, and motivation. Ann Carden (2006) approached the route not only as a setting
of historic influence, but also as one that has changed and has taken multiple meanings
over time, and has served as a route for escapism. Denstadli and Jacobsen (2011) studied
important routes of drive-tourism in Sweden and found that satisfaction and loyalty to
these routes correlate positively to the physical landscape itself. In other words, the
physical geography of landscape formations and the siting of roadside facilities were
important factors in traveler perceptions.
Given its importance and relevance, I have incorporated John Urry's concept of
the tourist gaze (1990) in this research. He describes the tourist gaze as a desired visual
encounter between tourists and a unique landscape that is anticipated and socially
organized. Urry explains that tourists can experience many types of gazes, but he
concentrates particularly on the romantic and collective gazes. Urry (1990) defines the
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romantic gaze as an isolated private encounter that instills personal or spiritual meaning.
He describes the collective gaze as an encounter that relies on the community of other
tourists. He adds that the anticipation of these gazes act like signs of authenticity in the
tourism landscape. Edward Bruner (1994) described four different types of authenticity.
He explained that authenticity could be from verisimilitude, genuineness, originality, or
authority.
As a technique for studying visitor perceptions of tourist locations, Garrod (2008)
used volunteer-employed photography to determine the value that tourists and locals give
to particular landscapes. The findings depicted the town of Aberystwyth, Wales in several
common perspectives, which reflect themes of the tourist gaze. Garrod found that
architecture, public leisurescapes (flower gardens and playgrounds), and multicultural
diversity were generally themed positive. Negative themes, on the other hand, included
litter and traffic congestion. The study showed there was no convincing difference
between how tourists and local residents perceived Aberystwyth based on photographs.
In their study of the Inca Trail in Peru, Cutler, Carmichael, and Doherty (2014)
asked how landscape and travel patterns influence experiences of Machu Picchu. Their
research showed that hiking to the destination influenced experience of the site by
instilling a stronger feeling of self-meaning. Central to the journey were investments of
time, hardships, and surprise that punctuated this self-development. The final results
showed that tourists related to three forms of self-experience: emotional self, selflearning, and bodily self.
Laing and Crouch’s (2001) study of the mythic journey used unstructured
interviews of frontier tourists in Australia who operate self-promotional websites to
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attract sponsors. The researchers questioned the motivations of these tourists, along with
their experiences on their journeys and the insights they gained from them. Next, the
authors used a content analysis of 50 books of frontier tourism. Among their research
findings, the authors identified the following themes: youthful influence, hero worship,
rewriting the past, challenge, prestige or status, authenticity, and role-play.
In the early 2000s, growing interest in personal experience and perception made
spirituality a common topic of tourism (Weber 2001). As argued by Willson and others
(2013), the travel experience should be more closely explored as a meaning developed by
the traveler. A spiritual meaning, therefore, reflects the tourist’s ideas of life and their
sacred motivations for travelling. Gross and Brown (2008) explored the traveler’s
experience quantitatively and noted a statistical relationship between activities and place.
They found a significant correlation between place attachment and the tourism activities
that take place there. A traveler might also develop spiritual meanings of landscapes
because they evoke memories or represent a favored landscape (Tressider 1999).
Cohen (2011) investigated backpacking as a lifestyle and determined that this
varied form of mobility is capable of providing different landscape interactions and
various meanings of self and spirituality. In many ways, the theoretical context of this
research is similar to the work of pilgrimage studies. Collins-Kreiner (2010a, 2010b) has
discussed the importance that geography brings to understanding pilgrimage, especially
in its modern blending with secular tourism. Although locations and movement are still
important factors of pilgrimage, other economic and cultural properties should be
explored as well.
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Social theorists are currently debating the difference between tourism and
pilgrimage. Pilgrimage is growing as a common type of travel, in part due to
transportation developments, as well as greater access to and commercialization of sacred
places (Reader 2007). Researchers, however, are finding that pilgrims and tourists have
similar characteristics (Turner and Turner 1978; Digance 2003; Andriotis 2011; CollinsKreiner 2010b). They are both on a quest to reach their own forms of sacred space,
hoping to experience enlightenment, rejuvenation, and escape (Moore 1980; Melczer
1993; Digance 2003; Collins-Kreiner 2010b). Turner (1978) suggested that pilgrimage
has characteristics of liminality, communitas, and transitas. These attributes illustrate a
pilgrim as someone who breaks away from a common routine, interacts within a specific
social group, and makes a sacrifice in order to feel achievement.
Like pilgrimage, tourists’ interpretations are also an important area of research. In
a study of the motivations and perceptions of tourists along historic Route 66, Caton and
Santos (2007) found that heritage tourists did not experience nostalgia, but were
influenced more by learning, landscape perception, and personal growth. The heritage of
landscapes has also been the subject of analysis, as in the case of extreme cultural
tourism (Spennemann 2007). Spennemann has suggested that an over-touring of future
tourist landscapes such as Antarctica or even the moon might one day cause them to lose
the cultural appeal as the far extents of tourism.
Small Town Tourism and Mobility
This research also examines the importance of rural, small town, places in
mobility. The rural place has been described as countryside capital, a resource that can be
sustainably marketed for growth and development (Garrod, Wornell, and Youell 2006).
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The process of developing tourism infrastructure in rural areas has been a focus of
researchers in the developing world because of its many economic advantages (Smith and
Hurt 2011). This research investigates tourism attractions at multiple scales, such as the
ways small, rural towns welcome different types of tourists, notably motorcyclists
(Hontus 2012).
Tourism routes have recently gained popularity as strategies for rural economic
development (Lourens 2007). Specific routes that relate to adventure tourists are popular
for those looking to combine dedication, physical endurance, and authentic experience
(Zoomers 2008). Four-wheel-drive tourism has gained popularity across the back-country
of Australia as a means of touring a landscape that is largely inaccessible to the average
automobile. Carson and others (2009) studied the motivations for this form of travel and
suggested a positive economic influence that might be underestimated. Cope, Doxford,
and Hill (1998) studied the economic advantages of a long-distance cycle route in the
United Kingdom, and his results showed that a niche market can play a significant role in
the economic development of an area.
Meyer (2004) looked at the use of routes in pro-poor tourism as a possibility to
attracting tourism profits to areas that might go unnoticed by travellers. Similarly, in their
study of tourism routes across South Africa, Briedenhann and Wickens (2004) found that
economic growth helped forge local partnerships among different townships in rural
areas. This example suggests that a unified rural identity at a regional scale is possible
and in part can result from travelers looking for meaning and importance in these rural
landscapes.
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Nemeth and Che (2013) studied Route 666 in Pennsylvania as a place of dark
tourism, citing phantasmal destinations as a new trend in tourism research that relates to
the postmodern idea of economically developing an imagined place. Their study
corresponds to locations of “supernatural, mystical, or magical allure” (Nemeth and Che
2013, 109). This example of dark tourism focuses on death, mythological themes, and
material relics. They found that rural areas attempted to increase tourism by investing in
the route. This involved romanticizing and storytelling, much like marketing a specific
image that is socially negotiated. This appeal and associated feelings are, in fact, related
to themes of death, as can be seen with Pennsylvania’s Route 666. The results of their
study indicated that dark tourism has the potential to become a marketable source of
tourism for the area due to niche tourism markets.
Dark tourism also focuses on landscapes of death and fear. Yi-Fu Tuan (1979)
wrote extensively in Landscapes of Fear of the dark mythologies that influence human
perception of certain spaces and places. More recently, Ken Foote wrote about numerous
deathscapes that include memorials as places of tourism, such as university campuses
where mass shootings occurred (Foote and Grider 2010), the site of the Oklahoma City
bombing (2011a), and the shooting at Columbine High School (2011b). Other examples
include the site of the World Trade Center terrorist attacks in New York, which has
become a place of dark tourism, as well as serving as a memorial to the event and its
victims (Lisle 2004; Janz 2005; Greenspan 2005).
In addition to simply studying the tourist experience, further research has been
done to understand the relationship between rural tourism and experience. Sharpley and
Jepson (2011) studied the English Lake District to explore the relationship between rural
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tourism and spirituality. When they questioned a focus group about why they visited the
area, many said that it offered a getaway from urban life and modernity. Its high altitude
and remoteness were reasons visitors perceived it as spiritual. Their research also showed
that people who were accustomed to life in the countryside were less likely to have
spiritual experiences.
Motorcycle Studies
Motorcycle travel has traditionally been a rarity within academic literature, but
the motorcycle culture is gaining attention. As of now, the International Journal of
Motorcycle Studies is the best source of ongoing research on the topic of motorcycles.
Regardless of academic publications, the image of the motorcycle has had a major
influence in cultural processes across the world and has been a historic symbol for many
subcultures. The motorcycle has not only been a form of transportation, but also has
stood as a form of art, cultural artifact, and a device for building political structure
(Coffey and Packer 2007).
Closer to my own goals of describing motorcycle travel, several books were key
to showing the development of personal freedom in motorcycle travel. First, there was
Robert Pirsig’s Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance: An Inquiry Into Values
(1974). Another is Che Guevara’s The Motorcycle Diaries: Notes on a Latin American
Journey (2003). Multiple articles have since captured the allure of motorcycle riding and
the influence of personal change that is created from riding. This part of the literature
attempts to explain the here-and-now approach of motorcycle riding. It focuses on
personal freedom, community and social functions, and the combination of cosmological
underpinnings that allow for specific place-making while riding a motorcycle. Several
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authors have even published their current travel narratives from retracing the same path
of Che Guevara (Symmes 2000; Brodman 2008)
Michalowski and Dubisch’s 2001 Run for the Wall: Remembering Vietnam on a
Motorcycle Pilgrimage details the events of the American motorcycle tradition where
cyclists ride across the country to Washington D.C. on Memorial Day to commemorate
the fallen soldiers of Vietnam. This book takes the form of an ethnography of the trip,
and it argues that these riders are hoping to bring awareness about prisoners of war and
soldiers who have been lost, while also bringing meaning to those who still live. This
cultural process is further described as a combination of mobility, political history, ritual,
and civil pilgrimage.
The Devil Can Ride: The World's Best Motorcycle Writing (Klancher et al. 2010)
is a combination of different texts that he has categorized into themes of motorcycle
literature. These categories are made up of the motorcycle and self, the motorcycle life,
being on the fringe, travel as a journey, and turning points. These categories reveal that
motorcycle writing is quickly becoming a specific sub-genre that is built around sensory
imagery, cultural liberation, and a reflection of self while describing movement and
landscape.
Ted Simon told the story of riding his Triumph motorcycle around the world
between 1973 to 1977 in his famous motorcycle travelogue Jupiter's Travels (1979).
Throughout the book, Simon describes how he experienced the landscape based on the
mobility of his motorcycle. Jupiter's Travels popularized the concept of the global
motorcycle expedition and inspired a community of adventure motorcyclists. Almost
thirty years later, Ewen McGregor and Charlie Boorman described their motorcycle trip
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around the world in Long Way Round (2005). The trip became a popular documentary
television series by the same name and introduced a new generation to adventure
motorcycling.
A keystone article for this thesis is Eryl Price-Davies’s (2011) “Adventure
Motorcycling: The Tourist Gaze.” This article is one of the first published on the topic of
adventure motorcycling. Adventure motorcycling is best defined as a specific form of
motorcycle travel by the way it is represented - a rugged, adventurous, globe-trotting
motorcyclist lifestyle that aims to take the rider off the beaten path. Price-Davies refers to
John Urry’s Tourist Gaze concept to show that motorcyclists search for interesting
landscapes, authenticity, and perform specialized movement while riding a motorcycle.
From Mobility to Motorcycle Tourism
This literature review shows that research on mobility must not be limited to
strictly movement but must also consider its representation and practice. Previous
research explains routes as distinct features of the cultural landscape that can develop
their own sense of place. The meaning of the movement along these routes has the
potential to create a market for niche tourism.
As the primary type of tourism found on the TAT, adventure tourism is defined
by putting recreational value in risk and endurance. Adventure tourism located in
desolate areas has been linked to positive economic impacts in small towns and
communities, thus defining pastoral landscapes as countryside capital. Additionally,
pilgrimage contains elements of tourism, but pilgrims are dedicated to moving across
space for spiritual achievement or transformation.
Finally, the mythology of motorcycle travel is widely associated with personal
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freedom. The riders on the TAT are adventure motorcyclists, which are a subculture of
the motorcycling community motivated by rugged terrain and long distances. The thesis
combines these elements of mobility, routes, tourism, and motorcycle culture to
investigate the geography of the TAT and its associated mobility.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
The central goal of this thesis was to investigate the route and mobility associated
with the Trans-America Trail (TAT). I have focused on the following research questions:
• How does the route change across space, and what are the characteristics of the
surrounding social and physical environments?
• How do the defining characteristics of the adventure motorcyclist community
influence their perception and experience of the landscape?
• What can riding the TAT teach us about mobility?
• What does this landscape of mobility reveal about the connections between
movement and landscape?
To answer these questions, I have used qualitative and quantitative methods of
data collection that involve participant observation, semi-structured interviews,
ethnography, geographic information systems (GIS), and narrative and photographic
analysis. I used four primary techniques throughout this project to understand the
geography and mobility of the TAT.
1. I created a geographic information system (GIS) to measure certain phenomena
along the route. These quantitative measurements included land cover types
(NLCD), elevation, nearby Census Designated Places, population surrounding the
route, and sinuosity (the curviness of the route).
2. I rode my dual-sport motorcycle across the TAT. I used ethnographic notes and
interviews to understand a) how travelers experience the route and b) the ways
businesses and surrounding populations interact with the route.
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3. I analyzed a sample of narratives from riders that had been posted to the
adventure motorcycling forum AdvRider.com. I used this technique to understand
the mobility associated with the route.
4. I analyzed photographs accompanying the narratives to study how perceptions of
the trail change across space.
The following sections of this chapter describe each of these techniques in greater
detail.
Quantitative Description of the TAT and Mapping
The first step was to develop a geographic information system (GIS) to measure
quantitative factors of the route. I measured the following variables: land cover,
elevation, population, and sinuosity, defined here as the curviness of the route (Kitchin
and Blades 2002). The GIS made it possible to produce a basic statistical overview of the
route and its surrounding landscapes.
To compare the different sections of the TAT, I divided the route into individual
state segments. Within each state segment, I calculated the total route distance and the
straight line (Euclidian) distance between its beginning and ending points. I then divided
the total route distance by the straight-line distance to calculate the sinuosity, or the
curviness of the segment. I used the value of sinuosity as a comparable ratio that explains
how straight or curvy the roads are in each state (Kitchin and Blades 2002). The closer
the sinuosity value is to 1.00, the straighter the route. Next, I calculated the average
elevation across the route within each state using the Global 30 Arc-Second Elevation
(GTOPO30) digital elevation model from the United States Geological Society (USGS). I
sampled an elevation point for every 100 meters on the route and then found the mean of
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these samples to calculate average elevation. This data was also used to create the
elevation profile for each individual state map.
I then used the 2001 National Land Cover Database from the Multi-Resolution
Land Characteristics Consortium (MRLC) to calculate the land-cover characteristics of
the route within each state (Homer et al. 2007). To calculate land cover, I created a threemile buffer around the route, and extracted the land-cover layer within this buffer. I
reclassified the land-cover layer based on the eight primary classes of the dataset: water,
developed, barren, forest, shrubland, grassland (herbaceous), cultivated, and wetlands. I
calculated the total land area and percent area of each land-cover class for each state
segment.
Next, I calculated population along the route in two different ways. First, I found
all of the Census Designated Places (CDPs) within ten miles of the route, and then used
descriptive statistics to understand how place population changes across the route. This
technique was inspired by a similar technique used by Thomas Crawford in his study of
the Trans America Bicycle Trail (Crawford 2015). I used the 2010 Census Tiger/Line
shape file of CDPs to calculate these variables within each state: number of census
designated places, mean population, median population, 70th percentile, 90th percentile,
standard deviation, and number of cities with populations over 10,000. I used percentiles
and standard deviation values to help explain how the population varies among the CDPs
in each state. More specifically, my main purpose for using the standard deviation and
percentiles was to help detect large cities that effected the calculated mean population.
For example, while many towns in Arkansas had populations less than 1,000, Fayetteville
has a population close to 75,000.
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I then calculated population along the route by using block level population data
form the 2010 Census Tiger/Line shape file. A roughly 1-mile quadrangle grid was laid
over the block-level data, and each quadrangle became the sum of the block population
data. Although block-level population data has a very high resolution, this quadrangle
technique was used because of the issues with scale and visual representation of the
block-level data. I made choropleth maps of the population calculated using the 1-mile
quadrangle techniques, and these maps were added to each state map.
Ethnography and Interviews
Participant observation and ethnographic techniques are the other major
components of this research methodology. I rode the TAT from Tennessee to Oregon on
my Yamaha WR250R. I kept ethnographic field notes that describe my daily activities,
the landmarks I encountered, the people I met, and other important details. I also used a
camera to take photographs and record video as a form of visual ethnography. These field
notes detailed the characteristics of the route, and explored the culture of adventure
motorcyclists and the themes of journeys shown in the literature review. My observations
and field notes provided context and explained specific details of behavior, landscapes,
and cultural characteristics on the trail.
To collect data for ethnographic interviews, I used purposeful and convenient
sampling methods that selected businesses and residents along the Trans-America Trail
based on my itinerary and my travel patterns across the TAT. The selected sample held
key positions related to this research (e.g. waitress, hotel or campground operator), was
visually approachable based on verbal and nonverbal expressions, and agreed to take part
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in my interview. This sampling method was necessary due to the exploratory form of this
research. I conducted interviews with 46 different businesses located along the TAT.
The main point of using interviews was to understand the element of tourism and
the relationship between desolation and populated areas. To understand the relationship
between the TAT and small towns, I studied details from townspeople that reveal their
awareness of the costs and benefits of the TAT.
The interviews that I conducted as a participant observer traveling on the TransAmerica Trail served as one data source for this research. I based the interview around
ten open-ended questions to understand the interaction between the adventure
motorcyclist and communities (Appendix B). The interviews were semi-structured and
non-disguised, and I assured the respondent anonymity. I asked individuals to take part in
interviews through verbal invitations, during which I explained my background, the
project, and the importance of their participation. In accordance with IRB guidelines
(Appendix A), I told them there were no direct benefits to participation, but nor were
there harmful consequences if they chose not to participate.
The primary goal of this research was to investigate the relationship between
mobility and the landscape on the Trans-America Trail. I accomplished this goal by
talking to people and documenting a first-hand account of the trail. The following
limitations influenced my fieldwork: weather and other environmental factors,
mechanical and other technical issues, time delays, and unforeseen cultural and social
boundaries.
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Analysis of Rider Narratives and Photographs
I conducted a discourse analysis on rider narratives to increase the reliability of
my ethnography and to understand the relationship between movement and landscapes.
Discourse analysis also allowed me to investigate how mobility influences the attitudes
and perceptions of motorcycle riders on the TAT. I structured the discourse analysis with
Cresswell's six elements of the politics of mobility–motivation, speed, rhythm, route, feel,
and friction.
I collected personal narratives and photographs from ride reports that have been
posted to the popular adventure motorcycling forum AdvRider.com (Adventure Rider
2015). I used these personal narratives to remotely gather ethnographic materials that
could be used to understand the perceptions of motorcycle riders who travel across the
TAT. I used the narratives of 12 different motorcyclists to understand how the geography
of the route has influenced their ride and how riding a motorcycle influenced their
experience within place. The length of each ranged between 5,000-13,000 words. These
narratives explained their perceptions of the trail, their feelings attached to the landscape,
and the role that communities have played in their journey. I read each narrative and then
coded different sentences or phrases based on Cresswell's six politics of mobility. The
results of this narrative analysis is found in my Results chapter.
Along with these narratives, I collected the accompanying photographs of each
narrative. I collected 2,242 photographs that represent key moments remembered
throughout the route. I first thematically coded each photograph based on the subject
matter. I then chose fifteen general categories that describe my sample of photographs.
Each photograph belonged to one of the following categories: animals, business (place
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where the rider bought goods or service), dirt and mud, miscellaneous items, mountains,
obstacles on the route, repair, towns, rocks, sand, signs (or land markers with visible
text), structures, vegetation, water, and vista. The following stipulations were taken
during categorizing the photographs:
• If mountains comprised over half of a wide view, the image was categorized as
mountains.
• Riders and their motorcycles did not count as the primary subject for this method.
Instead, I used the background of the image.
• Creek-crossings were categorized as water unless the rider wrecks, in which it
becomes an obstacle.
The photograph analysis led to two different calculations. First, I calculated the
total number of photographs taken in each state, and the total number for each category
across the TAT. This information shows the frequency of both the photographs and
categories that appear across the entire TAT.
However, one problem was found with using the photographs analysis. Many of
the riders skipped states, or rode the TAT in different sections. To understand how a
particular category appeared across the TAT, I calculated the total number of
photographs taken in each state, and then divided the number of photographs in each
category. This produced a percent value of each category specific to only the photographs
in that state. For example, if one rider takes five pictures in every state, but another rider
takes 50 pictures in only two states, I did not want this inconsistency to be as apparent.

34
Methods Summary
This thesis uses mapping, ethnographic fieldwork, narrative analysis, and
photograph analysis to understand the geography and mobility of the Trans-America
Trail. I visualized my findings with maps and photographs that portray the thematic
elements that appear throughout my analysis. By drawing conclusions from the data
analysis, I have inductively created a theory concerning the relationship between mobility
and the landscape.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
This thesis uses a mixed-methods approach to examine the geography and
mobility associated with the Trans-America Trail. These qualitative and quantitative
methods of data collection included participant observation, semi-structured interviews,
ethnography, geographic information systems (GIS), and narrative and photograph
analysis.
I developed a geographic information system (GIS) to measure the quantitative
components of the TAT: land cover, elevation, population, and sinuosity, defined here as
the curviness of the route (Kitchin and Blades 2002). The GIS made it possible to
produce a basic statistical overview of the route and its surrounding landscapes.
Next, as the primary fieldwork component, I drove my dual-sport motorcycle
(Yamaha WR250R) across the Trans-America Trail (TAT). I was on the TAT from July
9, 2015 to August 8, 2015. I used three primary ethnographic methods for this stage of
the research: participant observation, unstructured and semi-structured interviews, and
field notes. These methods helped reveal the motorcyclist experience, features of the
physical and cultural landscape, and the different ways riders, businesses, and local
populations interact on the route.
I also delved into the online presence of the adventure motorcyclist community. I
collected personal narratives and photographs that were posted by 12 TAT riders to the
website AdvRider.com. I analyzed the narratives using thematic coding techniques that
followed Cresswell's six elements of the politics of mobility: motivation, speed, rhythm,
route, experience, and friction (Cresswell 2010). I then thematically coded the
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photographs that accompanied the narratives. In addition to mobility, this sample of
photographs reveals the perceptions of the landscape and the tourist gaze of these riders.
Quantitative Description of the TAT
I created a GIS using quantitative descriptions to describe the TAT by dividing
the route into individual state segments. For each state segment, I began by calculating
the total route distance and the straight line (Euclidian) distance between its beginning
and ending points. I then divided the total route distance by the straight line distance to
calculate the sinuosity, or the curviness, of the segment. The sinuosity is a comparable
ratio that explains the curvature of a line (Kitchen and Blades 2002). The closer the
sinuosity value is to 1.00, the straighter the route. Next, I calculated the average elevation
across the route within each state. I used the Global 30 Arc-Second Elevation
(GTOPO30) digital elevation model from the United States Geological Society (USGS)
to sample an elevation point for the route for every 100 meters. I then found the mean of
these samples to find the average elevation of each state segments. The results of these
calculations are found in Table 1.
I then used the 2001 National Land Cover Database from the Multi-Resolution
Land Characteristics Consortium (MRLC) to calculate the land cover of the route within
each state. To calculate land cover, I created a three-mile buffer around the route, and
sampled the land-cover layer within this buffer. I reclassified the land-cover layer based
on the eight primary classes of the dataset: water, developed, barren, forest, shrubland,
grassland (herbaceous), cultivated, and wetlands. Total land area and percent area of each
land-cover class was calculated for each state segment (Tables 2 and 3).
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Table 1
Route Characteristics of the TAT

State

Tennessee
Mississippi
Arkansas
Oklahoma
Colorado
Utah
Nevada
Oregon
TOTAL

Total Route
Distance
miles
(kilometers)
403 (648)
300 (482)
434 (698)
677 (1089)
656 (1055)
492 (791)
674 (1084)
549 (883)
4185 (6735)

Straight Line
Distance
miles
(kilometers)
230 (370)
132 (212)
246 (395)
474 (762)
342 (550)
283 (455)
371 (597)
283 (455)

Sinuosity
(Curve
Ratio)
1.75
2.27
1.76
1.43
1.9
1.74
1.82
1.94

Average
Elevation
Meters
(Feet)
1045 (318)
368 (112)
837 (255)
1924 (586)
8021 (2444)
5952 (1814)
5829 (1776)
3986 (1214)
3495 (1065)

For the last step, I found all Census Designated Places (CDPs) within ten miles of
the route. Using the 2010 Census Tiger/Line shape file of CDPs, I calculated the
following variables for each state: number of places within each state, mean population,
median population, 70th percentile, 90th percentile, standard deviation, and number of
cities with populations over 10,000 (Table 4). Percentiles and standard deviation values
were used to help explain how the population varied between places. For example, the
average place population on the route is higher in some states due to a few cities with
high populations. The standard deviations explain how the population values are
concentrated around the mean, and the percentiles describe the extent of the populations
within the range of the lowest 70 percent and 90 percent ranges.

Table 2
TAT Land Cover Characteristics form NLCD in square miles (square kilometers)

Tennessee
Mississippi
Arkansas
Oklahoma
Colorado
Utah
Nevada
Oregon
TOTAL

Water
41.8
(108.2)
18.9
(49)
27.9
(72.2)
35.9
(93.1)
3.9
(10.2)
2.9
(7.5)
2.2
(5.7)
6.7
(17.3)
140.2
(363.1)

Developed
14.2
(36.7)
5.2
(13.4)
15
(39)
12
(31)
8.4
(21.7)
13.4
(34.6)
3.4
(8.8)
4.3
(11.2)
75.7
(196.1)

Barren
23.5
(61)
23.6
(61.1)
8.2
(21.3)
11.5
(29.8)
79.9
(207)
216.2
(560)
97.7
(252.9)
36.4
(94.3)
497.1
(1287.5)

Land Cover - square miles
(square kilometers)
Forest
Shrubland Grassland Cultivated
1347.9
0
0
492.6
(3490.9)
(1275.7)
(0)
(0)
686.2
0
0
554.7
(0)
(0)
(1777.4)
(1436.7)
1192.9
2.8
0
768
(3089.6)
(7.1)
(0.1)
(1989.1)
273.7
67.1
1514.9
1363
(709)
(173.7)
(3923.6)
(3530.3)
1251.1
573.8
1291.8
105.6
(3240.3)
(1486)
(3345.6)
(273.5)
380.4
1431.1
238.1
53
(985.3)
(3706.4)
(616.6)
(137.1)
383.5
2678.8
217.7
100.4
(993.2)
(6938)
(563.8)
(260)
1755.6
266.5
108.7
60.3
(4547)
(690.3)
(281.5)
(156.1)
7271.3
5020
3371.2
3497.5
(18832.6)
(13001.7)
(8731.4)
(9058.5)

Wetland
22.4
(58.1)
52.7
136.5
112.1
(290.3)
27.5
(71.3)
0
(0)
0.9
(2.4)
5.8
(14.9)
61.3
(158.8)
282.8
(732.4)
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Table 3
TAT Land Cover Characteristics from NLCD as percentages

Tennessee
Mississippi
Arkansas
Oklahoma
Colorado
Utah
Nevada
Oregon
TOTAL

Water
2.15
1.41
1.31
1.22
0.12
0.12
0.06
0.29
0.70

Developed
0.73
0.38
0.71
0.36
0.25
0.57
0.10
0.19
0.38

Barren
1.21
1.76
0.39
0.35
2.41
9.26
2.80
1.58
2.47

Land Cover (percent)
Forest
Shrubland
Grassland
69.39
0.00
0.00
51.16
0.00
0.00
56.09
0.13
0.00
8.28
2.03
45.83
37.75
17.31
38.97
16.29
61.26
10.19
10.99
76.77
6.24
76.34
11.59
4.73
36.08
24.91
16.73

Cultivated
25.36
41.35
36.11
41.23
3.19
2.27
2.88
2.62
17.35

Wetland
1.15
3.93
5.20
0.83
0.00
0.04
0.17
2.67
1.40

39

Table 4
Place Population Descriptions
Number of
Census
Designated
Places

Mean
Population

Median
Population

70th
Percentile

90th
Percentile

Standard
Deviation

Cities with
populations
over
10,000

Tennessee
Mississippi
Arkansas

62
40
54

3491
2676
3718

1555
678
735

2417
1848
2056

7838
8105
6808

6009
4360
10551

5
3
4

Oklahoma
Colorado
Utah
Nevada
Oregon

114
35
19
9
11

1433
874
1443
594
1220

293
265
730
172
874

559
627
990
317
1185

2251
1923
3000
1215
2294

4448
1761
1879
1155
1121

3
0
0
0
0

Combined
Route

373

2188

556

1321

5198

5728

17*

States

*Total includes the cities of Liberal and Arkansas City, Kansas; Population 20,525 and 12,415 respectively
Source: U.S. Census 2010
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These descriptive variables reveal a variety of characteristics of the route. First,
the longest sections are Oklahoma and Nevada, Mississippi is the shortest and curviest,
and Colorado had the highest average elevation. The land-cover calculations reveal that
that forest (36.08 percent), shrubland (24.91 percent), cultivated land (17.35 percent), and
grassland (16.73 percent) were the most dominant types of land cover found along the
route. Over half of the shrubland of the route, however, was located in Nevada (6,938
square kilometers). Forest was the most dominant land cover in Tennessee (69 percent),
Mississippi (51 percent), Arkansas (56 percent), and Oregon (76 percent). Grassland was
dominant in Oklahoma (46 percent), and Colorado (40 percent). Shrubland was dominant
in the western high deserts of Utah (61 percent) and Nevada (76 percent).
The results of my calculations using the Census Designated Places (CDPs) in
Table 4 illustrate the population trends between the eastern and western portions of the
TAT. Specifically, there are more places with higher populations located along the
eastern portion of the route (Oklahoma, Arkansas, Mississippi, and Tennessee).
Population is relatively low in the western section but increases in Oregon. There is a
consistent decrease, however, in the standard deviations between the populations of the
western section (Oregon, Nevada, Utah, Colorado). This decrease in standard deviation
shows that the populations among the communities become more alike in western portion
of the TAT. The states with the CDPs having the lowest average populations are
Colorado and Nevada, and the states with the highest average populations are Tennessee
and Arkansas.
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My Journey Across the TAT
For the fieldwork portion of this project, I rode my dual-sport motorcycle across
the TAT from its beginning in Tellico Plains, Tennessee, to its end at the Pacific Ocean in
Port Orford, Oregon (Figure 3). This fieldwork served two primary purposes: 1) to use
participant observation and other ethnographic methods to understand specific features of
the physical and cultural landscape; and 2) to conduct interviews for understanding the
social interaction between riders and places. I conducted 46 interviews at purposefully
sampled locations based on the speed and rhythm of my travel across the TAT. My travel
was budgeted for 30 days so I had to keep a similar schedule of most adventure riders and
cover as much ground as possible each day. Even with this schedule, my trip lasted 31
days, but only 23 were full riding days devoted to the TAT. I spent two days getting to
Tellico Plains and another two returning home. I devoted three days for a side trip to
Colorado Springs to attend a conference hosted by the International Journal of
Motorcycle Studies. Lastly, I spent one day stranded in Richfield, Utah, while my bike's
clutch plates were being replaced.
I also rode alongside another adventure motorcyclist––a friend and local agrotourism business owner named Carey Fulmer. Carey and I have been friends for about
four years and I actually learned about the TAT from him. We had discussed riding it, but
as a produce farmer, Carey keeps a busy schedule in the summer and was unsure if he
would be able to leave. In the summer of 2013, we made tentative plans to ride it the
following year. Thanks to the development of this research design, our tentative plans
became a commitment.

Figure 3. The nights on the TAT: The places where I stayed in chronological order.
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The 4,185 miles of the TAT can technically be traveled much quicker than 30
days, but rider reports show that unforeseen obstacles like weather or mechanical issues
typically delay a rider's progress at certain points. Based on my experience and the
accounts of other riders, the chances of making it across the TAT without using a set of
tools are slim. Hence, preparation is the first major step of the TAT. I spent several
months researching the route, ordering gear, finding the best luggage system to use for
my bike, and investing in upgrades for my motorcycle. I installed a larger gas tank (3.1
gallons), new seat, skid plate to protect the engine components underneath the bike, a
soft-bag luggage system, and a 12-volt outlet for charging my cell phone.
When I began this trip, I would not have called myself a long distance adventure
motorcyclist, but I did have experience with motorcycles and off-road riding. I grew up
riding a Yamaha TW200 dual-sport motorcycle on forested trails in south Mississippi. In
addition to the Yamaha WR250R that I rode on the TAT, my normal commuting bike
was a Triumph Scrambler 900. All in all, I was already accustomed to the basic sounds
and feel of a motorcycle ride. I knew how an engine was supposed to sound and how to
move through a turn by leaning with the bike.
Leading up to my trip, most of my motorcycle riding was commuting on paved
roads. As long as the weather was dry and not terribly cold, a motorcycle was my first
choice of transportation. I did not have much experience, however, with long distance
riding. My longest trip had been about 600 miles in one day between east Tennessee and
south Mississippi. Additionally, I never had ridden a motorcycle in an elevation over
2,000 ft. I also had little experience with motorcycle repair. I could do basic maintenance
like changing the oil or an air filter, but I had never changed a flat tire (I had never
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needed to). Like Robert Persig's friend that he criticizes throughout Art and Zen of
Motorcycle Maintenance, I usually detected a problem with my motorcycle, became
frustrated, and then paid someone to take care of it.
The following results of my fieldwork have been divided into sections based on
the state segments of the TAT.
Tennessee (Days 1-3)
Carey and I left South Mississippi on the night of Monday, July 7, 2014. We
departed Richton, Mississippi at approximately 9 pm (CDT) and headed north on
interstate 59 towards Tuscaloosa, Alabama. We arrived there at around 2 am in the
morning, slept till about 9 am, ate breakfast at McDonald's, and then headed towards
Tellico Plains. From Tuscaloosa, we still had another 280 miles till we arrived in Tellico
Plains, which amounted to another day of riding just to get to our starting point. We took
the shortest route possible to Tellico, and we both found that we had no interest in long
distance interstate riding on dual-sport motorcycles. First, our bikes did not have the
power to comfortably move at high speeds for long periods of time with the amount of
weight we were carrying. Depending on the slope of the road, I could only reach a top
speed of about 80 miles, and I hated to hear my bike revved to its extent. Second, our
bikes were extremely loaded, affecting how we fared in the wind and particular in road
conditions like moisture and gravel. Also, we were not yet aware of the difference
luggage would make on the fuel economy of our trip. Without luggage, I could
comfortably expect my bike to maintain an average gas consumption of 60 miles per
gallon. The heavy load and high speeds of the interstate, however, cut fuel consumption
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to around 40 mpg. We eventually arrived in Tellico Plains that afternoon, and we stayed
at a campsite that marks the first chapter of our journey on the Trans-America Trail.
While our trip to the beginning of the TAT may not be considered a part of the
official journey, it is important to note the sequence of events that began our journey set a
pace for the rest of the trip. First, I was exhausted by the first night of our riding since we
had a late start. Second, a large part of our diet already consisted of McDonald's, Waffle
House, and Cracker Barrel. Third, before starting on the official Trans-America Trail in
Tellico Plains, we had already ridden 450 miles of mostly interstate highways, and this
long distance mixed with high speeds was mentally and physically exhausting for us on
our lightweight motorcycles. While riding, my body had a tendency to stay tense against
the wind, and the vibrations from my overworked motorcycle numbed my hands after a
while. We were anxiously awaiting a slower paced, unpaved road that would be off this
beaten path.
We arrived in Tellico Plains on the afternoon of Tuesday, July 8, and found a
campground with onsite cabins where we could stay (Figure 4). It had rained for most of
the day and rain was expected through the night, so it was important that we found a
place where we could dry out before our departure the next morning. The name of the
campground was the Cherohala Mountain Trails Campground. I talked with the owners
of the campsite that evening and they explained that Tellico Plains had become familiar
with motorcyclist culture due to its proximity to trails and landscapes that attracted other
adventure tourists. The owners noted the two major attractions were the Dragon's Tail
and the Blue Ridge Parkway, as well as various roadways and trails through several local
National Forests and mountain ridge tops. They explained that the majority of

47
motorcyclists in the area consisted of cruisers and paved travelers, although adventure
motorcyclists had increased over the past three years. The owners were aware of the
Trans-America Trail, and they knew several people who had completed portions of the
trail. The owners also explained that when the trail was first formed in the late 1990s, the
beginning was further east in Jellico, Tennessee, but was moved to Tellico because of the
increase in paved roads throughout Tennessee.

Figure 4. Tennessee, TAT
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Cherohala Mountain Trails Campground was accommodating to motorcyclists in
several ways. First, the owners were knowledgeable about motorcycles. Being riders
themselves, they also kept a large stock of camping supplies and small items that a
motorcyclist might need. The owners also said that they would let visitors borrow their
tools to work on their bikes if needed. After discussing my concerns of not having tire
spoons the night before we left, Hank (a co-owner) sold me his own pair of tire spoons on
the spur of the moment. Hank expressed, "You can't get on the TAT without spoons!"
Tire spoons are used to separate a tire from the wheel in the case of a flat tire.
Additionally, the Cherohala Mountain Trails Campground sign lists their focus clientele
from left to right with "Motorcycles" first, followed by "Hikers," "Mountain Bikers," and
"Kayakers."
The following morning before departing for the first stretch of the TAT, the
owners cooked us a quick breakfast, and Hank made sure we were aware of the four
creek crossings that we would encounter within the first 10 miles of the TAT. He drew a
quick map showing us the best part of the creek to cross for the most difficult crossing.
As soon as we left the pavement for the first dirt road that spun through the
western Appalachians, Carey and I felt relieved. The planning and preparation stage was
over. It was now time to sit on our machines and do whatever would be necessary to
move in a forward direction. The first part of the Tennessee route took us through the
forested Appalachian Mountains. Several switchbacks tested our ability to slow down and
turn through sharp curves of gravel. From the beginning, our time with Hank proved to
be paying off. We encountered four creek crossings within 10 miles. The first three were
not difficult, but the fourth crossing may have been the most difficult obstacle of the
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entire trip. Mounds of rock lying across the stream made the creek's depth and current
difficult the judge. Additionally, the stream was covered with moss and algae, making it
difficult for someone to even walk across. We made it across the creek by following
Hank's directions to stay clear of the rocks; additionally, we put our feet down and
walked them across. From here, Carey and I discussed that no terrain was worth trying to
ride across if we had doubts about making it successfully. We were more concerned with
riding 4,000 miles to the Pacific Ocean than challenging ourselves on the most difficult
terrain. After several miles through forested mountains and switchbacks, the trail turned
to pavement. Hank had warned us that the percentage of paved roads on the TAT was
steadily increasing due to developing areas.
Almost 130 miles into the Tennessee portion of the trail, the elevation was
noticeably lower, and mountains became rolling hills. The route became pavement, and
seemed to stay that way for the majority of the way through Tennessee. We stopped at a
gas station in Tatesville. The clerk there was aware of the TAT, and she explained that
seeing riders dressed like me was a familiar sight. She said that from May through the
summer, business at her convenience store steadily increases due to adventure
motorcyclists. She estimated that she normally saw an average of about one group of
bikers per day.
Paved roads were very common throughout the Tennessee section of the TAT.
Along the way, I saw many trailer homes, ranch style houses, and barbed wire fences.
Although tree cover normally surrounded the road, there were several hilltops where
riders could see for miles. We crossed a few more creeks, but none were too serious. The
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water level was low, and my largest concern was holes, algae, or obstacles I could not
see.
We stayed in a Best Western in Fayetteville, Tennessee on our first night on the
TAT. The staff was friendly, and several of them were aware of the TAT, although they
explained that most of their patrons were part of the cruiser motorcyclist community.
They added that the nearby Jack Daniel's Distillery in Lynchburg was a major tourist
draw.
The next day (July 10), we were not able to make many miles because of a loose
chain on Carey's bike that needed to be repaired. We stayed in Fayetteville for most of
the day waiting on the bike shop. Again, we had a late start, and the daylight had faded
by the time we stopped for the night. Although we rode across a few dirt roads, the route
stayed mostly pavement. As we rode to the next town, the sun began to drop behind the
trees, seemingly turning everything to shades of yellow and orange (Figure 5). My
helmet, however, had a plastic face shield that caused a horrible glare during the sunset.
Carey and I would eventually learn that seeing the sunset was positive on several levels.
Not only was it beautiful, it was our north star––it was a sign that we were moving west.
It also told us about the impending darkness and the need to reach our destination before
nightfall.
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Figure 5. Sunset on the TAT
The last part of the route through Tennessee stayed consistent. Forests, farmland,
and pavement were dominant, and Carey made a joke about wanting his "money back if
the route stays like this." Our last stop in Tennessee was at the Botel––a popular spot in
the community of Counce (Figure 6). The Botel is a hotel and restaurant that looks like a
boat sitting ashore near the banks of the Tennessee River. The owners of the Botel said
that bikers have been coming through for about five years now. Riders normally stay in
the rooms or in tents on their primitive camping section. She said that she remembered
meeting foreign motorcyclists from Switzerland, England, and Germany.
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Figure 6. The Botel
Mississippi (Days 3-4)
The Mississippi section was 300 miles of small hills and flat dirt roads (Figure 7).
We spent two days and one night, moving relatively quickly through the state. As soon as
riders cross the Tennessee River just before entering Mississippi, the change of landscape
is visibly apparent (Figure 8). The route begins in the northeast hills, and the first view
that riders see of Mississippi is a barren landscape from pine tree logging. We could see
shrubs, grass, and young pines growing in patches across the rolling hills, but nothing
seemed consistent.
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Figure 7. Mississippi; TAT
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Figure 8. Carey at beginning of Mississippi section
We found that Mississippi was easy to ride across, but I think we were lucky that
the ground was dry. Several patches of loose dirt and red clay soils could have become
challenging mud in the rain. The entire route through Mississippi was definitely different
than Tennessee; the number of paved roads had drastically decreased, and we were seeing
less traffic and people. We could still see houses along the route, but we rarely saw
people. Closer to the central portion of the state, empty areas in the red clay hills were
covered with kudzu. Settlements were marked with at least one church, and most areas
had a single-pump gas station nearby.
I was able to complete interviews in four different places in Mississippi; Corinth,
Oxford, Paris, and Tillatoba. I first talked to a restaurant worker and a gas station clerk in
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Corinth Mississippi, and both were not familiar with the TAT. However, both of these
workers explained that motorcycles of all kinds were common in Corinth. They explained
that the city has a popular motorcycle dealer, Lake Hill Motors.
On our way to find a hotel in Oxford, the sun was setting as we passed through
Holly Springs National Forest. This was a beautiful part of the ride and one of the first
feelings of crossing the American wilderness. The forest was thick and the roads were
much smaller. This part of the route was comprised of forest service roads that felt like a
maze. Overall, they were smooth, and I was beginning to trust my riding skills on dirt
roads. It was completely dark before we made it to Oxford that night. Like Corinth, the
restaurant and our hotel were not familiar with the TAT. The employees at the Bluefins
restaurant, however, were interested to hear about our trip.
The next day (Day 4), we stopped at two gas stations in smaller communities. The
first was in Paris, which is a small community in the middle of the red clay hills. The heat
had been exhausting that morning, and we stopped for gas at a station located on the
route. The three female gas station attendants were very familiar with the trail. They said
that they had met motorcyclists from the United Kingdom, Australia, Germany, and other
countries in Europe. The motorcyclists who stopped at the gas station were usually
interested in buying gas or food, and the women had a small kitchen in their gas station
offering mostly fried foods. The gas station attendants guessed that they would see an
average of one riding group a day during the summer months, and this group usually
consisted of one to five riders. The ladies noted that they could typically spot the riders
from their unique motorcycles, gear, and clothing.
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The ladies in Paris, Mississippi were very responsive, even taking time to ask us
about our trip. They asked us where we were from, and what we planned to do if we ran
out of gas. They said that in that area, we could "just go up to someone's door and ask if
they [had] extra gas [we could] buy." They also made the comment that it was hot
outside, and they imagined that we were very hot with our clothing on. We explained that
when we were moving, the wind kept us cool, and the long clothing also helped protect
us from the sun. Carey used his background in farming to add that long-sleeves seem to
help in the gardens too. The women talked about their times in their gardens and told a
short story about mowing the grass and taking care of bushes while wearing long sleeves.
We covered a few more miles of winding dirt roads through pine forests until we
stopped for lunch at a truck stop near Tillatoba. The town of Tillatoba was a few miles
east of the truck stop the station was located beside the interstate. The owners operated a
gas station, convenient store, and a restaurant (all-in-one) with a buffet. We refueled
before eating, and while we were outside, one of the owners approached us asking if we
were "on [our] way to Oregon”. He was aware of the TAT, and quickly explained that he
was amazed at how many motorcyclists from all over the world had come through the
area. While we ate, he and his wife sat with us and we talked about the route. They asked
us a variety of questions like, "When did you start, what was the terrain like, have you
seen any wild animals, when will you finish, and what do you do for a living." The
conversation eventually shifted to other topics like healthcare and education. The wife
was a retired schoolteacher who recently had surgery and was concerned about primary
education in Mississippi.
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Nearing the Mississippi Delta, the route wound along dirt roads across the flat
agricultural lands of the Delta (Figure 9). We had to dodge large ruts most likely made by
tractors and farm equipment. Overall, the roads were flatter and straighter, inviting us to
attempt a higher speed of travel. Going faster meant a lot of dust was left in our tracks, so
whoever was behind the other rider literally ate dust. The dust in Mississippi was not as
bad as Oklahoma, but a dust trail may take up to a mile before it would settle. This
separated us on the route; I normally tried to stay close to Carey and bear the grit, but
Carey would fall back several miles. The separation caused a few problems with route
navigation on various occasions.

Figure 9. TAT approaching the Mississippi Delta
Population steadily decreased along the route through the Mississippi Delta and a
few farmers driving tractors in the distance were the most common people we saw. The
section through Mississippi was the first section that we regularly drove across dirt roads.
Some sections were paved, but it felt like the TAT was building up to the actual route. I
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did not mind the easy sections of Tennessee and Mississippi, however, as I still needed to
develop my dirt riding skills.
The route used Highway 49 to cross the Mississippi River into Helena. We
stopped at a casino just before crossing the bridge, and we had considered eating dinner
there. It was still early in the afternoon, we were completely covered with dust, and the
stares from security were obviously not approving of our riding clothes. We jumped back
on the bikes and headed for Arkansas. Just before crossing the bridge, we pulled off the
highway and turned on our GoPro cameras. We had not used them much, but Carey and I
both thought that crossing the Mississippi River was a major milestone.
Arkansas (Days 4-6)
We arrived in Arkansas towards the end of our fourth day on the route (Figure
10). The day was dry and hot with hardly a cloud in the sky. We thought we would pass a
restaurant on our way through Helena, but we misread the map. The TAT completely
bypassed the city. This is common for the TAT; in towns where we can drive a straight
line across a paved highway, the TAT extends several miles around the town and keeps
riders away from the primary roads. Our ride through Arkansas was similar to riding
through a combination of the Mississippi and Tennessee sections. Across this section, flat
agricultural land transitioned into forest and elevation steadily increased. The section in
eastern Arkansas was a continuation of Mississippi River Delta agricultural land, and soft
shallow gravel coated the unpaved roads.
Our first stop in Arkansas was in the community of Trenton. Leading up to this
stop, I had noticed a wooden sign beside a dirt road that read "TRANS AM TRAIL,
SIGN IN AND RESTSTOP, 3/4 MILE AHEAD ON RIGHT" (Figure 11). Further down

59
the dirt road, cornfields surrounded the route, and we found a small one-story building
with a sign in front that read "TAT Stop" (Figure 12). We stopped and walked to the front
porch, and we found a binder that was used as a guest registry. Instructions on the front
of the binder said to sign the book and send a picture to the email address provided to be
included in a photo book. We opened the binder and there was a bunch of free stickers for
visiting riders. The stickers all said "REDNECKISTAN." I collected the locations listed
in the logbook, and I created a map of the locations so far (Figure 13).
Shortly after we arrived, a man drove up and told us that his father had renovated
the old antiques store as a place for TAT travellers to take a break. He said that now that
his father is retired, he enjoys sitting on the front porch and waiting for TAT riders to
come by. He collected pictures of the motorcyclists and their names in his logbook. The
man said that he had been amazed at how many people from other countries had travelled
through his small community. The previous year, a rider rode across the route on a
vintage Harley with a sidecar. When he stopped in Trenton, the rider said that the
community looked like "REDNECKISTAN." The family printed stickers and now gives
them to riders as souvenirs.
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Figure 10. Arkansas; TAT
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Figure 11. Sign for the TAT Stop

Figure 12. The "TAT Stop"
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Figure 13. Hometowns of Riders at the "TAT Stop"
The man at the TAT stop asked us several questions about our trip, and he told us
about several people who were on the trail ahead of us. He also estimated seeing at least
one riding group a day. Although not everyone stops, most riders do, he said. Carey and
the man talked most during our visit. Carey was interested in his corn operation so he
took us on a tour of his farm in his truck. The man then showed us his Honda dual-sport
motorcycle. He said that he intended to ride the Arkansas portion of the TAT in a few
weeks. It was getting late and we were several miles from a hotel, so the man offered to
let us stay in a cabin that his family owns close to the route. We happily accepted the
invitation.
The next day (Day 5) involved more of the same dusty, gravel roads that had been
common since Mississippi. Carey and I had discussed trying to camp more along the
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route, but we decided that hotels were worth the money for several reasons. First, we had
fallen into a rhythm of riding past sunset, and we did not like the idea of pitching a tent in
an unfamiliar area at night. Second, the combination of the heat and the dust made us
filthy. Campground costs were almost as high as a hotel in some towns, so we figured a
shower and a comfortable bed were worth the extra money.
We stopped for gas in the town of Clarendon. Election signs crowded the unpaved
areas at the intersections, and there were not many restaurants in the town. The gas
station clerk said that she had met several motorcyclists riding the TAT. She said that
although she does not work everyday, she estimated that she sees about one group of
adventure riders a week. She said that the major draw of motorcyclists to Clarendon was
not the TAT but rather the Trail of Tears National Historic Trail. This network of paved
roadways stretches from the eastern states of Georgia and North Carolina to Missouri and
Oklahoma. A major portion of the trail comes through Clarendon, Arkansas, on Highway
79.
Further along the route, the treeless agricultural land began to take its toll. The
sun was relentless. My butt hurt, Carey was dehydrated, and we started looking for places
to stop. We eventually learned that even if we did not need gas, it was a good practice to
take a break at least every two hours. Beebe and Quitman were our next two stops in
Arkansas. In both locations, the business employees of a gas station and a fast-food
restaurant were not familiar with the TAT. They were, however, interested in our
motorcycle trip. We usually had to explain why we were dressed that way, and their usual
response was something like, "well that's an adventure!"
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Outside Quitman, we went through the historic town of Scotland. A few old
buildings were rusting and falling apart, but one specific building caught my eye. It
looked recently restored. The numbers "1890" were listed at the top of the roof, and a
sign on the front of the building said "SCOTLAND GALS AND GUYS
HAIRSTYLING."
The route started going over a few hills, and we started seeing a few more trees.
After a few turns, the dusty dirt roads transitioned to gravel and we started consistently
riding up and down hills. We were close to the Ozarks. We spent the night outside of the
town of Hector in Bayou Bluff Recreation Area. We were the only campers there that
night. Hector was a small town. It had one road, one church, a gas station, and hardly any
traffic. Before making our way to the campground, we stopped at a gas station just as it
was closing. They let us buy gas and a few snacks before they locked the doors. They
were somewhat familiar with the TAT, but their lack of enthusiasm may have been due to
closing time. They said that they see adventure motorcyclists come through the area
occasionally, but they were not sure if they were riding the TAT.
The western half of the route through Arkansas led us through the Ozark National
Forest (Figure 14). The rolling mountains were covered with forests and short sections of
rock, and very few times did the view open wide enough to see for a long distance. As
Carey said, "the problem here is that you can't see the mountains for the forest." At one
point, the route took us to the top of a high mountain, and we could see miles of low
rolling Ozarks.
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Figure 14. Ozark National Forest, Arkansas
Our ascent into the Ozark Mountains eventually placed us in the town of Oark
where we found the Oark Cafe (Figure 15). As a popular location on the TAT, the owners
and employees of the cafe knew about the route and what we were doing. They described
their business as a landmark for being the oldest general store in Arkansas. Besides
having gas and basic general store items, the Oark Cafe specialized in hamburgers and
sandwiches. The special for the day was a chicken pesto wrap, and their regular menu
offered many more options than fried foods. The owner said that the number of TAT
riders fluctuates based on the time of the year, but he definitely sees a greater presence in
the summer months. He said that motorcycle riders have had an influence on his business,
but he thinks that overall outdoor recreational activities have made the most impact. He
said that the area draws people for kayaking and hiking, and his business is benefitting
from adventure tourism.
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Figure 15. Oark Cafe
The end of the Ozarks near Mountainburg was the most technical portion of the
route so far. The road was named Warloop Road, and the technical section was less than
a mile long. The section is a steep descent across large rocks and gravel. Carey and I both
made it out just fine, but I learned several lessons about technical adventure riding. First,
I had to use foresight. After about halfway, I started looking ahead and plotting my
course of movement. I was moving faster and I was more confident.
After the steep, rocky descent out of the western portion of the Ozarks, we
stopped in the small town of Mountainburg to buy a few snacks at a grocery store. Two
women worked in the store, and we were the only customers at the time. Carey asked if
they had any coffee, and although they did not, one of them walked to their break room
and brewed us a fresh pot. They were not familiar with the TAT, but they did say that
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they had started seeing more motorcycles like ours with people carrying a lot of gear. The
town had several abandoned buildings and a large town park that was visible from the
main road. Carey and I both thought the town appeared to be in decline. I asked the ladies
at the grocery store about our suspicion, and they explained that the primary cause for the
town's decline was the interstate. They said that the nearby construction of Interstate 49
had redirected traffic, thus cutting revenue and economic benefits from people passing
through. Similar to Oark, the ladies explained that a number of the tourists were in the
area for outdoor activities, and the town had benefitted from the adventure tourism before
the interstate was built.
Our last stop in Arkansas was at a gas station in the town of Lincoln. While
refueling our bikes, a local resident asked us where we were from and where we were
headed. The man was not familiar with the TAT, but said that he had started noticing a
lot of people through the area riding dual-sport motorcycles. He was driving a Jeep, and
Carey shifted the conversation to talk about that. The man told us that his son had died a
few years ago, and that he had been very interested in outdoor travel like riding Jeeps or
dual-sport motorcycles. We talked for about ten minutes, and then he left. On our way
outside of Lincoln, we passed the man mowing his front yard in a residential
neighborhood. He waved and smiled and we headed for the state line.
Oklahoma (Days 6-9, 12-13)
Oklahoma was flat and extremely dusty (Figure 16). Compared to the states we
had already passed through, Oklahoma was almost entirely dirt roads. These dirt roads
were straight, and the turns were at 90-degree angles. These square mile blocks were
covered with agricultural grassland. Unlike Arkansas and Mississippi, these open fields
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were pastures for massive cattle operations. Cattle guards were like speed bumps as we
crossed fence lines, and we spotted feedlot operations on primary roads when we left the
TAT.

Figure 16. Oklahoma; TAT
Overall, the Oklahoma section of the TAT was a collection of wide vistas and
rolling hills. West of Blackwell, a series of storms soaked the route, turning the terrain
into a slippery mess. In fact, the dirt roads were different in this section. According to the
owner of our bed and breakfast in Buffalo, caliche soil had been used to make the
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roadways. When wet, the soil was incredibly slick and was quick to gather in the space
between the tire and fender. We would have to stop and scrape the mud out, and then
repeat the process 100 yards down the trail. At times, we were averaging one mile an
hour. We had to reroute a few times in hopes that the next square mile might have been
issued to a better road crew. Overall, the Oklahoma section brought a new set of
obstacles on the TAT.
We stopped at the end of day 6 in the eastern city of Tahlequah. It was a college
town with a busy downtown area for a summer night. I talked to an instructor at a local
college, and while he was not familiar with the TAT, he had recently bought eastern
Oklahoma property in hopes of turning it into a campground and recreational park. He
actually approached us to talk about our motorcycles; he also owned a dual-sport
motorcycle and he was interested in our trip. He said that he was interested in learning
more about the TAT in hopes that he could market his business to cater to adventure
motorcyclists.
Day 7 included some of the most memorable views of the ride. Outside of
Tahlequah, we crossed several creek crossings on the route, but the majority of the route
was still surrounded with thick forests. At one creek crossing, I saw Carey stop and point
to the water. He was pointing towards a mother duck guiding her ducklings across the
concrete spillway. We typically stopped at little things like this and would take a picture,
but we did have to limit how often we did so. Stopping to take a picture was very time
consuming due to the break in the rhythm. Almost every time we stepped off the bike, we
spent at least five minutes, taking our gear off and putting it back on.
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We stopped for lunch in Salina, and had hamburgers at a restaurant named Pig N'
Out. The restaurant employee that I talked with did not know the TAT by name, but she
was familiar with seeing the motorcycles and clothing of adventure motorcyclists. She
said that adventure motorcyclists frequently visit the area, but she could not provide an
estimate of how often they come through.
The forest landscape ended immediately after Salina. It appeared to be bounded
by Lake Hudson, which flowed into the Neosho River and eventually the Arkansas River.
On the western side of Salina, grassland and cultivated landscapes became dominant
(Figure 17). At this point, we could travel for hours without seeing anyone. The weather
was dry and hot with a few clouds painted across. Even better, the gravel roads were
compacted, and we could go faster.

Figure 17. The Oklahoma plains
After a long ride through the scenic eastern plains of Oklahoma, we stopped for
gas at a small station in Nowata. We bought snacks and a drink, and two female
employees asked us what we were up to. We explained the TAT, and they immediately
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said, "so that's why we see so many of your guys come through here." They said that the
number of riders normally averaged around one group per week. The ladies also said that
riders typically buy gas and drinks to rehydrate. They said that the day before, one rider
had stopped at their store and spent several minutes leaning over his bike in exhaustion.
They commented that the dry Oklahoma heat must be miserable to endure.
By the time we left Nowata it was after 5:00 pm (CDT), and getting back on my
bike physically hurt. The skin on my rear was chafed, and I had already implemented a
Gold Bond schedule. Every time we stopped at a restaurant, I would apply a new layer of
powder. I eventually learned that it was not my clothing causing the problem, but the
amount of sitting that I was doing. Of course this sounds obvious, but sitting on my
motorcycle hour after hour was not an optimal technique for a dual-sport bike. I soon
learned that I could stand on the foot pegs for about 25-40 percent of the time and it made
a major difference.
We stopped later that day in Newkirk for gas. The built landscape of the town
looked similar to Mountainburg, Arkansas––there were a noticeable number of buildings
and businesses that were either closed or unoccupied. The gas station clerk was familiar
with the TAT and said that he often sees adventure motorcyclists in the area. I asked him
about the closed restaurants and he explained that he believed that nearby resorts on
Native American reservations had hurt the local economy, and were now taking a
majority of their restaurant business. Outside Newkirk, we stopped for the night at a
hotel in Blackwell. At the hotel, we met a couple riding Harley Davidsons across the
western United States. We told them about the TAT, and they had never heard of the
route. The majority of our conversation was about the experiences on our trips. I talked to
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an employee at our hotel in Blackwell, and he was not familiar with the TAT. He did say,
however, that he usually saw around one group of motorcyclists per week.
Our experience in Oklahoma completely changed at the beginning of day 8. A
storm system pushed through the Great Plains, and the TAT became extremely muddy.
We were not able to make much progress on the trail that day. Riding in the Oklahoma
mud was like riding on soap. Neither of us were able to get traction, and we had to keep
our feet ready to catch the bike as it slipped underneath us. The mud also had a tendency
to cake onto our tires and then quickly dry. We were constantly stopping to scrape the
mud off of the chain and out from underneath the fender. We even tried leaving the road
and riding through the ditch, but that was even worse. We eventually took a paved road to
Alva, which was about 30 miles away from where we were in the mud. We ate a late
lunch at a Mexican restaurant, and our waitress was not familiar with the TAT. They said
that they often see motorcyclists, but did not see a significant number of dual-sport
motorcycles.
We tried the TAT again west of Alva, and although it still had sections of mud,
this portion was more compacted. We slowly slipped through the mud to Buffalo, and
stayed there at a bed and breakfast called the Red Rock Inn. The owners said that a large
number of their clientele were adventure motorcyclists on the TAT, and they had
definitely benefitted from the route. During the summer months, they typically had about
two riding groups stay each week. They were interested in advertising their business for
adventure motorcyclists, and they felt that it was a growing market.
That night at the Red Rock, Carey and I discussed the itinerary. I was scheduled
to attend the International Journal of Motorcycle Studies conference in Colorado Springs
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in two days. Everything may have worked in a perfect world, but absolutely nothing is
perfect about the TAT. We had been delayed by mechanical problems, weather, and
fatigue. Looking back, it was a bad idea to make plans in this kind of trip. The route had
already been unpredictable and we were only half way. We decided to take a break from
the TAT (Day 9) and return on day 12.
The trip to Colorado Springs is a completely different tangent to this thesis, but I
did learn several things about riding my dual-sport on the paved highways of Oklahoma,
Kansas, and Colorado. First, the wind of the Great Plains was dreadful. Riding directly
into the wind, my bike could only achieve high speeds near 60 miles per hour and the gas
mileage substantially dropped. Second, the constant gaze down a straight road that a rider
must have when driving can be maddening. Maybe I had become attuned to dirt roads,
but pavement felt miserable.
We came back to Oklahoma on day 12, and started back in Buffalo. The mud had
dried and we were making much better time. Grassland and agricultural land was still the
most dominant features of the physical landscape. Our last stops in Oklahoma were in the
small pan-handle towns of Guyman and Boise City. In Guyman, we stopped for gas and
drinks. The gas station clerk was aware of the TAT, and she said that riders stopped at the
gas station "all the time." The clerk said that like us, the bikers typically bought gas,
snacks, and drinks. A local resident in the gas station wanted to hear about our trip, and
we sat for awhile and told him about the TAT. He was over the age of 60, and he told us
that he had spent his entire life on dirt roads. He lived in the town, and said that dirt roads
were a part of life in that part of the country. He knew the direction we were heading, and
correctly predicted that our next stop would be Boise City.
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On our way to Boise City, Carey punctured the tube of his tire by unknowingly
driving over a nail. We stopped about twenty miles outside of Boise City. Carey did not
have any spare tubes, nor did he have any patches for the tube. He was able to air the tire
up enough to travel at five-mile increments. After limping in to Boise City, we stayed at a
motel and used my tire spoons to reach the tube. The next morning, we bought a tube
patch kit from an automotive parts store and successfully patched the tube. While in
Blackwell, the employees in the motel, parts store, and fast food restaurant were not
familiar with the TAT, but said that they often see all types of motorcyclists come
through Boise City. A clerk at a nearby gas station, however, was aware of the TAT and
was familiar with the route.
New Mexico - Colorado (Days 13-18)
After Oklahoma, we rode approximately 30 miles through the northeast corner of
New Mexico on our way into Colorado (Figure 18). The terrain changed drastically. The
Great Plains of Oklahoma ended, and we began ascending much higher altitudes with
increasing slopes. The New Mexico segment was only about 60 miles, and I have
grouped this segment with the Colorado portion throughout this thesis. The New Mexico
portion gave us our first experience with truly difficult terrain. In one area, we drove up a
steep incline on the side of a bluff in thick rocky gravel. Switchbacks directed us up the
zig-zagging slope, and we were able to use these turns to stop and plot our path if we
needed (Figure 19). Before we officially left New Mexico, Carey's shift lever was
beginning to break off. It was bent when he dropped his bike from slipping in the
Oklahoma mud. We used our cell phones to find a motorcycle shop in Trinidad,
Colorado, that could repair the lever. We decided to exit the TAT and head for Trinidad.
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Figure 18. Colorado; TAT
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Figure 19. Transitioning from plains to mountains in New Mexico
Our first stop in Trinidad was at Topar Motorsports. The guys at this motorcycle
shop were very familiar with the TAT, and many of them regularly rode portions of the
route. The guys quickly fixed the lever at a reasonable price. We talked about the TAT
and motorcycles, and they told us that they usually ride the route on very lightweight
bikes without any gear. Specifically, they have a support vehicle follow them and hold
their gear until they stop for the night. Using this technique, they are able to move much
faster although they are bound to the group. The owner bragged that he sometimes
reaches speeds of 90-100 mph at certain parts.
That evening in Trinidad, we spent the night at a hotel near the route. The woman
working was very knowledgeable of the TAT. She said that the hotel has "quite a few
TAT riders" stay there throughout the summer. She was one of the first people to actually
use the word "TAT" instead of Trans-America Trail. She said that they have riders stay
there in consecutive years as they complete the TAT over a series of years. She had met
about 25 riders that summer, and that many of the riders that she had met were from
Australia and New Zealand. She believed that her hotel had started playing an important
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role on the TAT because it was located at the halfway point, and many riders would ship
packages to the hotel for them to pick up when they arrive. Also, while many
motorcyclists frequently visit the area, the adventure motorcyclist culture on the TAT had
brought more people from around the world through her hotel.
The next morning (Day 14), we decided to ride back to the beginning of Colorado
to formally ride the section that we skipped. Once officially on the Colorado portion of
the TAT, our trip changed in several ways. First, the terrain was more difficult as we
passed over the Continental Divide and the accompanying Rocky Mountains. The higher
elevation also changed the way our motorcycles performed. Over 6,000 feet above sea
level, we could tell a decline in the overall power of our bikes due to reduced oxygen
intake. The elevation had a stronger affect on Carey's bike since his had carburetors and
mine was fuel injected. Even with the fuel injectors, I could still feel a difference in the
power, acceleration, and fuel economy of my bike. The guys at Topar had explained that
high-octane gasoline was a remedy for this problem, so we started buying premium gas
when available. Also, where the terrain was very rugged, our overall speed declined, and
portions of the route took much longer to complete. As shown by Carey's bike, our
motorcycles were beginning to show wear and this would eventually prompt us to lose
more time to mechanical issues.
The first full day of riding in Colorado was a continuation of grasslands (Figure
20). Mountains were always in the foreground, and we noticed several old barns and old
wooden structures that appeared to be falling apart. Unlike the previous states, we saw
more people driving personal vehicles on the dirt roads across Colorado. We eventually
stopped in the small town of La Veta for the night. The manager was not aware of the
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TAT, but she was fascinated by our trip, and we talked for several hours about the route
and other experiences. She was very interested in advertising the hotel for adventure
motorcyclists.

Figure 20. Vista in southeast Colorado
We left La Veta the morning of day 16, and we spent most of the day riding
across flat grassland and more rolling hills. I noticed that we saw cars on the roads but we
hardly ever saw houses. At a small convenience store in Cotopaxi, the employee said that
she and her husband both rode dual-sport motorcycles. They had never completed the
TAT, but they had ridden portions of the route and had recently completed a trip to
Alaska on their bikes. She mentioned that adventure motorcyclists stop at her store to rest
and buy snacks; many of them were not riding the TAT, but other nearby trails.
The weather had been perfect all day––mostly clear skies and not too hot. Just
before we arrived in Salida, it started raining. We found shelter at a pizza restaurant.
Here, we saw several adventure motorcyclists in traffic, and many dual-sport bikes
parked outside of businesses. Several people asked us where we were going; they said
they had noticed our Mississippi license plates. At the restaurant and hotel, the employees
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said that they had heard of the TAT, but they did not know where it went. They explained
that there were dozens of popular trails and routes in the area for people to ride
motorcycles. We spent the night in Salida at a motel. As I was unloading my bike, our
neighbor stepped outside to smoke a cigarette. We started talking, and he said that he was
taking his family out west from Ohio. We talked for about an hour about motorcycles,
travel, family, and the economy of the United States.
The next day (Day 18) we crossed some of the most rugged parts of the trip. We
were officially in the Rocky Mountains, and the elevation was steadily growing. The
Colorado section of the TAT was well known for its mountain passes, and they did not
disappoint. That morning, we crossed the continental divide in Marshall Pass. It was an
easy ride, but we began seeing more dual-sport travellers. I would not have known we
were even crossing a mountain pass if not for the large sign beside the roadway. In Lake
City, we ate lunch at a locally owned restaurant named Poker Alice. I estimate that about
half of the customers were riding motorcycles. We met several adventure motorcyclists
that were familiar with the TAT. Three motorcyclists had previously ridden sections of
the TAT, but they were currently riding sections of the local Alpine Loop, which is a
network of unpaved roads for four-wheel drive vehicles. The workers at Poker Alice said
that adventure motorcyclists are common in Lake City because of the nearby mountain
passes of the Alpine Loop that attract bikers.
Later that day, we crossed Cinnamon Pass on our way to Silverton (Figure 21).
The terrain was definitely technical, and I came very close to dropping my bike.
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Figure 21. Summit at Cinnamon Pass, Colorado

Figure 22. The rider's view of Cinnamon Pass
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Cinnamon Pass was an ascent of rocks and boulders separated by sharp curves in the
switchbacks. To make matters worse, it started raining as soon as the ride was getting
technical. Moving west on Cinnamon Pass, the rider must stay close to a wall of rock on
the right side (Figure 22). The road drops completely off on the left side. Cinnamon Pass
was a stressful experience, and probably not a section that I would be excited to do again
with a fully loaded bike.
We spent our last night of Colorado in Silverton. It was a major tourist destination
for outdoor enthusiasts. One of the primary streets, Greene Street, was lined with stores,
restaurants, and lodges with names like Handlebars Food and Saloon, Mountain Calling,
Weathertop Wovens, Rocky Mountain Funnel Cake Factory, Alpine House, Brown Bear
Cafe, Miners Tavern, Prospector Inn, and the nearby Avalanche Brewing Company. We
ate dinner and stayed at Grumpy's Restaurant and Saloon.
I talked with the owner, and he was familiar with the TAT and had met several
people who were making their way to Oregon. He said that TAT travellers alone do not
necessarily have a major impact on his business, but that adventure motorcyclists are very
common. He was more interested in the market of all adventure tourists. He was familiar
with the mountain passes, and he said that while Ophir Pass may be tricky, "grandma
could make it across in her Cadillac." After Cinnamon Pass, I was nervous about Ophir
Pass, but the western ascent was not too bad. The descent, however, was a steady crawl
over large rocks and thick gravel (Figure 23 and 24). We coasted down to the turns in the
switchbacks, caught our breath, and then moved forward.
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Figure 23. Ophir Pass descent

Figure 24. Rocky roadway of Ophir Pass
Leaving Colorado, the number of cattle grates increased and the rough terrain of
the Alpine Loop came to an end. Our last stop in Colorado, and the first of the
approaching high desert, was in Dove Creek. We stopped at a gas station that also had a
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small cafe with fast food. The workers in the restaurant were not familiar with the TAT.
As we began to load our bikes to leave, a truck pulled up beside us and asked if we were
on the way to Oregon. He said that he had recently helped a TAT rider change a flat tire
beside his house.
Utah - Nevada (Days 18-25)
The section of the TAT between Utah and Nevada is popular among riders for the
technical terrain and complete isolation, but our time was cut short in these states by
problems with both of our bikes. Several mechanical issues kept us off the TAT for
several days, and we could not afford to spend more time riding every section of the
route. We decided to use the highway to skip these two sections: 1) the portion between
Richfield, Utah, and Baker, Nevada, and 2) the section between Battle Mountain,
Nevada, and Lakeview, Oregon. Combined, we missed around 400 miles of the TAT
route.
When we left Colorado and entered Utah on day 18, the physical landscape was
clearly different between the two states (Figure 25). The ride into Utah was the entrance
of the high desert west of the Rocky Mountains. Sand was more prevalent on the
roadways, and tall visible vegetation substantially decreased to smaller shrubs across a
desert landscape. We began seeing the symbolic sandstone columns as we moved closer
to Moab. Our first stop in Utah was at a gas station in the town of La Sal. The clerk said
that bikers would stop at the store, but she wasn't sure if they were travelling on the TAT.
We bought a cold drink and a candy bar, and continued riding in the scorching heat.
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Figure 25. Utah; TAT
The route in the eastern section of Utah, like areas of Oklahoma, provided
stretches of straight dirt roads that would turn at 90-degree angles. Approaching Moab,
we saw an increase in campgrounds and state parks throughout the La Sal Mountains.
Minor switchbacks increased in forested areas, but the terrain remained smooth, flat, and
not difficult to cross. Compared to Colorado, the temperature was noticeably hotter due
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to the lower elevations. We stayed hydrated, but I could see how dehydration would start
being a major concern at this point.
Riding into Moab, we came upon numerous Jeeps and Polaris RZR (side by side)
vehicles. I really enjoyed the ride east of Moab. The roads were all red dirt, but they were
compact and easy to ride (Figure 26). The scenery was completely different than anything
else on the TAT. Sandstone columns were everywhere, and we timed it perfectly so that
the sun was going down. Through my helmet, the landscape became a wondrous
silhouette.

Figure 26. Approaching Moab from Colorado
The city of Moab had several businesses dedicated to Jeep and all-terrain vehicle
rentals. We ate at a cheap burger restaurant and stayed at a motel. We saw many dualsport motorcycles, and we talked to a few riders who were familiar with the TAT. The
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business employees and owners, however, were not actually aware of the TAT. They
explained that there were many routes around Utah that attract motorcyclists.
We left Moab on the morning of day 19. We drove across a portion of the route
with deep ruts of sand across the road (Figure 27). Along the way, the route eventually
ran parallel to a distant interstate, and we stopped in the town of Green River. We
refueled, and the gas station clerk said that she had heard stories of the TAT and
frequently saw riders on their way to Oregon.

Figure 27. The difficult sand in Utah
Carey and I were both exhausted from wrestling with the sand at that point, so we
rode the interstate to the next town. The trail seemed to run parallel to the interstate,
operating as an unpaved service road for surrounding cattle farmers. We took a small
break in Selina, and continued to Richfield for the night. As we were leaving Richfield
the next morning (day 20), I burned out my bike's clutch plates by trying to drive slowly
up a steep slope of thick mud. The local motorcycle shop came and picked up my bike for
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repair, and we had to stay in Richfield for another two days waiting for the bike's clutch
plates to be replaced. We talked with the guys at the motorcycle shop, and they said that
TAT riders were common in Richfield. The shop was often called to go pick them up
because of breakdowns. We stayed in two different hotels in our three nights in Richfield,
and in both places, the owner was neither aware of the TAT nor seemed interested in
marketing his business to riders.
After losing three days in Richfield, we decided to make up the lost time by
taking the paved highway to Baker, Nevada (Figure 28). We camped at a small
campground, and the owner said that he was familiar with the TAT. Riders stopped at the
campground several times a week. We refueled before leaving Baker, but the gas station
consisted of two pumps and a Coke machine. People had to pay by credit card. There was
not a building, only a covering for the pumps.
Moving further into Nevada, we found a noticeable decrease in signs of plant,
animal, or even human life. Sand and rock coated portions of dirt roads as they flowed
across rolling mountain landscapes of Nevada (Figure 29). Cattle guards and gate
crossings were prominent across the Nevada countryside. The towns were sparsely
populated. Despite all of this, Carey and I were both surprised at the scenery of Nevada.
Nevada was dry and sandy, but I saw mountains in every direction. Despite a few
sections of deep ruts, the roads were smooth though Nevada.
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Figure 28. Nevada; TAT
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Figure 29. A Nevada vista south of Eureka
We stopped in Preston and chatted with a convenience store clerk who was
familiar with the TAT. In the town, the gas station was the restaurant, grocery store,
travel store, and coffee shop. She was very friendly and told us to watch out for mule
deer, as most of the locals attach grill guards to the front of their vehicles because they
are so common in the roadways. As we left, I looked in the distance behind the store and
saw a green patch of crops. Later, I looked on a Google Maps to learn that center pivot
irrigation was widespread in this part of Nevada.
On our way to Eureka, we had to stop multiple times to open and close cattle
fences as we moved forward (Figure 30). At first, it felt wrong to cross a closed fence,
but Carey assured me that this practice was common in areas with large cattle operations.
Our daylight was beginning to expire, and a rainstorm appeared in the distance.
Rainstorms across Nevada teased us; we could see them for miles but we were always
lucky that they stayed away.
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We stayed a night in Eureka, a town that looked like the set of a John Wayne film.
All of the businesses seemed to surround Lincoln Highway, a two lane primary road that
the town was built around. We stayed in "Sundown Lodge," which was directly in front
of "Saloon Restaurant." The restaurant was closed by the time we arrived so we had to eat
at "Jackson House Hotel, Saloon and Cafe." The desk worker at our motel was aware of
the TAT, but was more interested in talking about all of the non-TAT motorcycle riders
who come through the area.

Figure 30. Fence crossing in Nevada
We departed Eureka on the morning of day 24, and the dirt roads continued to
take us between mountain ranges and sandy shrubland. The weather was clear, the roads
were relatively smooth, and it felt great to not be struggling across thick sand. A few
areas of standing water had flooded the route, which was a bit odd given the dry
conditions of Nevada. A few hours into the day's ride, we found the cowboys. From a
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distance, it looked like a dark haze on the route. It was a cattle drive (Figure 31). The
cowboys surrounding the cattle were driving the herd from one ranch to another. They
might have been moving the cattle for dozens of miles. We did not have a problem
getting through. The cattle cleared the road as we passed, and the cowboys waved.

Figure 31. Cattle drive north of Eureka, Nevada
It had a relatively small downtown area, but the majority of the traffic and
congestion was located near the interstate. We stopped at a Mexican restaurant near the
downtown area, and Carey found that his shift lever cable had broken as soon as we
stopped. He was able to repair the cable with bailing wire, but the closest shop that had
the part that he needed was in Reno. We left the trail, travelling three hours southwest to
Reno. After spending a night and repairing the bike, we decided to just pick the TAT
back up in Oregon. We could not afford to lose more time.
Oregon (Days 25-28)
After spending the night of day 24 in Reno, the next morning we decided to drive
to Lakeview, Oregon, and return to the TAT on day 26 (Figure 32).
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Figure 32. Oregon; TAT
The TAT is marked to go through the northeast corner of California for a few
miles, but we bypassed this short section too. From Reno, we rode about 225 miles on
Highway 395 across the northeast section of California until we arrived in the town of
Lakeview. Although the majority of the land cover close to Lakeview looked like the
high desert, tree cover and vegetation had increased the closer we moved to Oregon.
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Lakeview was a small city with a lot of locally owned businesses. We stayed the night
there at a motel. The owner had provided rooms for several bikers that summer, and she
been aware of the TAT for a while. We ate dinner at a nearby Mexican restaurant, and
we met three adventure motorcyclists from Canada. They were driving across the western
U.S., deciding their route as they went. They were also aware of the TAT, and were
excited to hear about our trip.
After leaving Lakeview on day 26, we spent half of the day riding through more
dry sandy conditions of the high desert. We stopped at the Silver Lake Cafe and Bar. The
owners knew about the TAT, and even had pictures of several riders who had come
through the area. The worker guessed that they see riders about three times a week. Given
that the small cafe only had about five tables available, an extra TAT rider for lunch
made a significant difference in their numbers for the day.
The rest of the route through Oregon left the high desert behind. Forests and other
vegetation steadily increased. Sand and dirt were still prominent features of the roads, but
they were the least of our problems. The roadways of Oregon were like a maze. I looked
at my GPS and saw several roads that would split at a crossroads and then run parallel
with one another. Some of these roads were dead ends; others were new and would lead
to other routes. Very seldom was the route consistent with the maps and materials that we
had available. Most of these routes were new unmarked logging roads that twisted
between slopes and hilltops. Despite the frustration of navigating the TAT through the
roadways, the Oregon section of the TAT was filled with forested bluffs that were not
difficult to traverse.
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We stayed our last night on the road before arriving at the Pacific coast in the
town of Crescent. The first motel that we stopped at told us they were full for the night.
The parking lot only had two cars for the 15 rooms available. We went to the motel
across the street where we found a room to stay in. Their sign beside the road read,
"Welcome TAT Bikers." We met some other motorcyclists riding Harley Davidsons
staying at our motel, and they explained that the motel across the street is known for not
doing business with motorcycle riders. A few months later, I called the motel and asked
them why they did not do business with bikers. They explained that they actually enjoy
having motorcyclists who drive cruiser style bikes, but that TAT riders were usually too
dirty, and that cleaning after them was a major chore. The motel that we stayed in had a
small journal beside the beds that visitors could sign. I skimmed through the pages, and
several TAT riders had stayed in that room. Several of them complained about the motel
across the street, and others praised the motel where we were staying. According to one
entry, our motel had let a TAT rider borrow tools to repair his bike.
Our last day on the TAT (Day 28) routed through a maze of conifers and forest
service roads. Several areas had recently been logged or burned, and we could see the dirt
roads spiral around the hills and mountains (Figure 33). In all of the locations where we
stopped, the business owners were aware of the TAT, and usually asked us about our trip
before I brought up the topic. Workers at gas stations in Idleyld and Glendale said that
motorcyclists came through daily during the summer months, although most are riding
trails in the surrounding area rather than riding the TAT.
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Figure 33. Logging roads around the Oregon mountainside
The last thirty miles of the TAT was my best experience on the route. A national
forest road took us through a winding descent of the Pacific Coast mountain ranges. The
dirt road was smooth, and even though I should have slowed down a bit, I sped to the
bottom of the descent. The sun was setting, the air was cool, and our arrival felt right.
More than any other time on the route, I felt like I was meant to be riding that section of
dirt roads at that time. Even though we had a few detours in Utah and Nevada, I felt like I
was on my way to finally completing the TAT.
The seashore at Port Orford was a beautiful sight, and the trip was over when we
lowered the kickstand at this final destination (Figure 34). Carey and I took our final
pictures beside the water as the sun was setting. The shore looked much different than we
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had imagined. As Carey joked, "I thought it was going to be some pristine shoreline that
we ride onto and reflect into the horizon." Instead, an industrial harbor was located on the
north side of the shore (Figure 35). The sounds of mechanical equipment echoed around
us. A few steps and deep sand kept us from riding out onto the shore, so we rode to a
nearby bluff to avoid taking pictures in a parking lot. We took our obligatory pictures in
front of the water, and we then headed for the motel to plan our trip back home.

Figure 34. The end at the Pacific looking left (Southwest)
Once we arrived in Port Orford, the motels nearest to the ocean were completely
booked. Even though they could not offer us a room, they knew that we had been riding
the TAT. We settled for a motel some ways inland from the shore. The owner knew about
the TAT, and she said that she sees many motorcyclists with bikes like ours who are
"very tired and very dirty."
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Figure 35. The end at the Pacific Ocean looking right (Northwest). Photograph of author
beside his motorcycle.
Rider Narrative Analysis
This section of my thesis describes the results from my analysis of personal
narratives from TAT riders. I collected personal narratives from 12 TAT riders that had
been posted to the internet forum AdvRider.com (Table 5). These narratives were
analyzed using thematic coding techniques that followed Cresswell's six politics of
mobility, which he defined as motivation, speed, rhythm, route, experience, and friction
(obstacles). The following results have been categorized based on these six themes. To
describe these results, I chose descriptive language that best represented the themes
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throughout the narratives. I quote several riders more than others, but this is not a
reflection of the overall results. The narratives of all riders contributed to these results.
Table 5
List of personal narratives analyzed
Rider Username

Title of Forum

Date

Abenteuerfahrer

Hacking West by West: The TAT…

2011

bhp645

TAT on a DR350

2014

cathulu

Tat for two - two weeks on a F800GS and KLR
650

2011

crazybrit

Two losers ride the TAT

2011

DolphinJohn

Solo TAT on F650

2008

jglow

2 Texans Ride the TAT… heading to San
Francisco, CA

2011

megashred

Transamerica Trail…..live it up

2012

nateberkopec

Nate's Solo TAT 2014

2014

One Less Harley

One More DRZ does the TAT…..

2011

rtwdoug

Just another TAT ride report, on a Harley DirtBag

2013

See-Three

TAT my first ride report.

2011

TavisB

TavisB's (unsolo) 2010 TAT Ride Report

2010

Motive
The first set of bikers noted that their journey across the TAT first started as a trip
out west that developed into the off-road motorcycle trip as they began researching
different routes. One writes, "I started planning this trip about four years ago. I was
originally intending to drive my Mustang out west and back. Then I got back into
motorcycles, and started planning a fun route to take my sport bike on" (TravisB 2010).
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In some cases, the route was the reason some people became adventure motorcyclists:
"This trail is probably the reason that I bought a dual-sport in the first place, and now I
will make an attempt at it" (nateberkopec 2014). Reasons for riding the TAT varied, but
all riders acknowledged that they wanted "desolation, [the ability to be on their] own
bikes, and [experience] technical riding terrain" (jglow 2011). All riders acknowledged
their desire for the variety of landscapes and experiences that could be found on the TAT.
For example, jglow (2011) explains, "I think we stumbled upon the perfect trip like this
where you encounter such huge temperature swings."
Surprisingly, most riders did not have much to say about their specific
motivations for riding their TAT. Many of them kept their personal life separate from the
description of the route, only to say that they had been riding motorcycles for several
years and had been planning to ride the TAT for a while. In many ways, I believe this
planning and preparation became a major investment that these riders wanted to see play
out on the TAT. The majority of the sample estimated that they had spent at least six
months to a year preparing for the ride, outfitting their bikes with gear. In this process,
the particular dual-sport motorcycle chosen for the route is the motivation to move across
the landscape. As One Less Harley (2011) explained, "the features and abilities of the
bike usually directed the decision to use a certain bike. The freedom to take forestry trails
or ... crossing plowed fields to my typical 'adventure' style campsite far outweighs the
highway speed potential of the larger bike." The riders all noted that traveling by dualsport motorcycle defined who they were, their mission, and how they were different from
other travelers. They were a sub-culture, different even from other motorcyclists, and this
motivated their travel. As one rider notes halfway through Nevada, "I had parked my
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(extremely dirty) [Suzuki] DR650 next to an (extremely clean) BMW 1200GS. After
basking in my moral superiority, I set out towards Battle Mountain" (nateberkopec 2014).
A major debate between TAT riders is choosing the best bike for the route, and although
all would agree that smaller bikes (250-450cc) make for easier travel across rugged
terrain, the luggage capacity, top-speed, and comfort level drastically decrease for smaller
motorcycles. The motivation for riding a particular motorcycle became part of the
inspiration for experiencing the TAT.
While most riders omitted the personal details that motivated them to ride the
TAT, the riders who completed the TAT as one continuous journey usually had the time
to complete the route because of a transition between jobs, school, or other daily
schedules. As one rider explains:
Presently barely employed in the construction field, hence going back to school to
change profession... Usually one doesn't have enough time to do something like
this, due to much work. Well currently that's not the case, hence seeking to
reinvent myself through furthering my education. I don't see a better time to do
this than now, plus a great time to get away from the typical crap that goes on
being self employed in the construction field. (One Less Harley 2011)
One rider had just graduated from college, but his motivation for riding the TAT seemed
to echo that of other riders.
So what the hell am I doing riding a dirt bike 5000 miles off-road across the U.S?
To be honest, I just kinda felt like it. Like, why the hell wouldn't I do that. Ride a
dirt bike everyday for a month? Sounds epic. This is the only time in my life
when I have no obligations, no timeframe, and literally nothing to worry about. I
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was getting too comfortable with working everyday for the rest of my life and
wanted to push my limits a bit. So for now, I'm gonna shred on towards the
Pacific. If I make it, awesome. If the bike takes a shit in the middle of Nevada, I'll
find a way out. At least I tried right? (megashred 2012)
All of the riders wanted to accomplish the feat of riding across the country by
staying on dirt roads, but the riders expressed that they were more interested in staying off
of the pavement and to accomplish this as an individual away from a mass group. As one
rider explained, "even though I wasn't on the TAT, I'd still be staying off the pavement"
(nateberkopec 2014). Additionally, "ride your own ride, especially when you're alone"
(nateberkopec 2014). Expressions of riding your own ride were important in dangerous
terrain, but the accomplishment of making it to the destination by whatever means
necessary usually outweighed the importance of staying exactly to the path provided on
the map. "When it came down to it though, I decided that I'm not doing this trail to prove
anything. I'm pretty sure I can take on the canyon. I decided that the fun vs. risk didn't
add up so I'm sorry to say, I ditched the Black Dragon (megashred 2012). Similarly,
Carey and I never braved Black Dragon Canyon in Utah either.
All of the riders were looking for something new and outside their normal routine.
None of them expressed negativity towards their home life, but they did keep them in
mind. As one rider expressed, the trip was not a relaxing vacation nor an attempt to
completely separate himself from his normal routine. "Things I never regretted: talking to
my parents or my girlfriend at night, taking a picture, talking to a stranger, waking up
earlier, trying a difficult trail, attempting a water crossing, journaling, and eating
something other than a burger (nateberkopec 2014)." In the end, none of the riders were
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motivated to actually go to Port Orford, Oregon. As nateberkopec (2014) expressed,
"sitting out and watching the stars next to Diamond Lake had reminded me that this was
about the journey, not the destination. Quite literally so, actually. Port Orford is a nice
little town on the Pacific, but not a 'destination' by any means."
Speed and Rhythm
The speed of the movement across the TAT depends on the scale and perspective
in which it is considered. In comparison to the movement from Tennessee to Oregon
across any path, the movement of a dual-sport motorcycle across the TAT would be
considered quite slow. However, to move across the network of unpaved roads that form
the TAT calls for a special form of transportation, and compared to some four-wheel
vehicles, the dual-sport motorcycle moves quite fast. In some landscapes and route
characteristics, the motorcycle could outperform a stock 4-wheel drive Jeep Wrangler.
Where some vehicles would bottom-out or not even be able to cross, a dual-sport
motorcycle is less restricted by width, wheelbase, or weight. In comparison to alternative
4-wheel vehicles, the dual-sport motorcycle can also be much less expensive to own and
operate.
As the velocity of forward motion defines speed, rhythm is defined by the
sequence of movement and being stationary. The riders that I sampled usually
commented on speed by referring to the terrain and curvature of the route. Greater speeds
were typically measured by the straightness of the roads. Greater speeds were not,
however, a necessity of the route. As one rider said, "We didn't make a whole lot of miles
today but that's fine because the riding was so good" (bhp645 2014). In many cases, the
speed was relevant to the comfort of the route, like riding on rolling forest roads. "They
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were the kind of roads where you drift as easily between third and fourth gear as through
the corners" (nateberkopec 2014). Overall, the speed of the route was different depending
on the location of the rider. The typical speeds of the western sections were much slower
due to more difficult terrain, and the eastern sections allowed much faster movement. The
speed was experienced as a balance between movement and obstacles. All of the riders
suggested that they needed more time for parts of their ride. In some situations, the
typical speed of the route became the obstacle, or hazard, of the movement. As one rider
said, "When the gravel wasn't as thick as soup, you could blast around at 50+ MPH. But
you still have to watch out for the mud" (nateberkopec 2014).
While speed was related to terrain and other obstacles, rhythm was usually a
consistent pattern dependent on daylight, fuel, weather, and photographs. The typical
riding pattern consisted of pre-planned stops according to gas mileage. As one rider
exemplifies, "we stop and grab some lunch, fill up our camelbacks and bottles with water,
top-off our gas and head out" (jglow 2011). An unspoken law was that most bikers only
traveled during the daylight to reduce invisible obstacles. Some riders noted that they
would begin to panic as the daylight began to fade. Altogether, most bikers attempted 12
hour days, travelling around 200 miles a day. In this time, one rider said that a 12 hour
day was intense. "We don’t ride really fast. We stop a lot. Fall a little. And take a ton of
pictures" (jglow 2011). Photography was very difficult on the route. To take a picture on
the route, riders would have to stop their motorcycle, take off their gloves, pull out their
camera from a secured bag or pocket, take the picture, and then reverse the process. One
rider said, "I didn't really take that many photos for the first half of the trip - I admit, it's
definitely a struggle" (nateberkopec 2014). In taking pictures, the breaks can become a

104
major part of the rhythm. "After Hancock we headed to Tomichi Pass [Colorado]; It took
us hours just to go the first 40 miles because we were stopping to take so many pictures
(TravisB 2010).
Experience
The experiences of the TAT included the riders' feelings, emotions, perceptions,
and significant thoughts of their journey. These experiences illustrate what the TAT feels
like (Cresswell 2010). For this project's sample, most riders explained the route as some
form of adventure, using adjectives like epic, incredible, and powerful. The experiences
of the route were either illustrated through specific places or as a product of the route as a
whole. As one rider claimed, "This is the kind of traveling I love––you have no real
destination, the riding and the terrain are what you are here to experience" (jglow 2011).
Specific landmarks represented significant markers of the TAT landscape. Several
riders acknowledged the Mississippi River as a transition zone. In a different perspective,
"Running down the freeway fully loaded on a dirt bike aimed towards the Pacific Ocean
makes you feel cooler than you probably are. Aside from that, the interstate sucks"
(bhp645 2014). A common theme of the experiences along the TAT was the isolation,
especially in the western parts of lower population. One rider explained that in Nevada,
"You really get the sense that you are in the middle of nowhere out here - so much more
than anywhere else prior on the trail" (jglow 2011). Interestingly, this isolation was
represented through senses of sight and sound. For example, popular sentiment was
feeling small, and one describes Nevada as "no wind, no animals, no movement. It was
the quietest place I have ever been" (megashred 2012). Another rider explained how the
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isolation affected the communication with his road companion. "Even though she and I
are 40 feet apart, the echo makes it sound like she is talking into my ear" (jglow 2011).
At certain points into the route, several riders explained that they felt the meaning
of their journey take hold, and they would realize the magnitude of what they were doing.
Close to New Mexico, it was at this point of the trip that I realized I was really in
it. Nearly three weeks on the road, and midway across the country, I now felt like
a real hard-ass rolling in to gas stations with my New York plates. That 'poser'
feeling from the beginning of the trip when I told people I was going to Oregon
was gone. That goal felt closer than ever. (nateberkopec 2014).
In another example,
It was at some point while we were traversing the canyons (which really could
have been at any point in the day), when the enormity of what we were doing
sorta hit me. We are riding through some crazy, rugged stuff – far from anything
(and getting further). It kind of weighs on you a bit. Or at least it did me.
Mechanical failures, bad wrecks, broken body parts... (jglow 2011)
NateB gives a compelling illustration of the persona that became attached to the
motorcycle. He compared being on a motorcycle to having an out-of-body experience.
When he stopped during the trip, he could feel a personal change when he stepped away
from the bike without his riding attire.
When I rolled into that self-storage unit, I was a god. I was the motorcycle
traveller, geared up in my crazy-looking helmet and motorcycle clothing, sporting
my New York plates like a badge of honor ("You came all the way from New
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York?!"). But when I walked out of that storage unit, in my street clothes, I felt
like a normal person again, like Samson without hair. (nateberkopec 2014)
Key experiences were also comprised of small towns and other specific symbols
tied to the landscape. While most of these components are discussed in detail in the route
section, all of the riders found specific symbols, objects, and landforms that they believed
became special of the TAT. For example, one rider said, "Earlier in the day, two white
mustangs ran next to us as we flew down a dirt road. [It was] one of the most incredible
things" (bhp645 2014). Several riders compared their journey to a secular pilgrimage or a
religious undertaking. In one case, the journey was described as a dirt pilgrimage. In
another scenario, the rider explained his wreck in the thick Mississippi Delta mud as a
"baptism from mud" (nateberkopec 2014). In this community of adventure motorcyclists,
specific symbols of the landscape carried different meanings, but one theme that emerged
through the forum was the idea of "cattle as markers of life" (nateberkopec 2014). In this
perspective, the sight of cattle meant that other people might be close, and were therefore
a symbol of the landscape that evoked the meaning and comfort of place.
Similarly the small towns brought a specific feeling that broke the rhythm of the
route and while on the TAT, the dual-sport motorcycle provided an opportunity for
interaction within small towns. "Travel by motorcycle is great––the bike really seems to
make people interested in speaking to you" (nateberkopec 2014). In some occasions, the
time spent in small towns were some of the best parts of the trip.
The experiences on the TAT were not all completely positive. All of the riders felt
some form of discomfort, whether physical or mental pain, stress, fear, or fatigue. In each
case, the discomfort developed over time. One rider explained, "Since that day in the
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snow up in Los Pinos Pass, I had been a little off-kilter, a little too aware of my
weaknesses, a little too tired each night as I went to bed" (nateberkopec 2014). In these
situations, the rhythm of the days' events shaped the experience. "Really important to
have good days on the trail, they help you get through the tough ones," clarified one rider
(jglow 2011). These negative experiences became a part of the ways that the riders would
describe a place. While passing through a national forest on opening day of hunting
season in Utah, one rider said that he "spent the next hour in that forest pretty terrified,
waiting for the bullets to fly at any moment." Likewise in Nevada, one rider describes the
day as "rough with black clouds everywhere with rain and cold. The sky made the
landscape look dark and scary with the black mountains looking even darker" (bph645
2014). Even the more confident riders would sometimes experience a complete collapse
in the roughest terrain. "I never thought I would feel helpless on this trip, but now, I think
it's inevitable" (megashred 2012).
Riders also had experiences with specific structures and parts of the TAT
landscape that had become popular on the AdvRider forum. These landmarks specific to
the TAT included popular scenic vistas, signs, and abandoned structures. In coming
across Swazy Cabin near Green River, Utah, a rider says, "I always find it funny when
you see an iconic thing like the cabin in real life. Iconic in ADV terms of course, but it is
funny how you build a mental image of the orientation of the structure vs. its
surroundings, and then how much it varies when you see it in real life" (jglow 2011). A
little further from the cabin, many riders come across the Interstate 70 bridges that span
over the valley that the route passes through.
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It made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. I don’t know why. We hung
around for a bit, staring at the bridges. A ride like this certainly allows you to gain
a sort of appreciation for infrastructure. Those people driving across I-70 have no
idea how easy they have it. It takes all of 5 seconds to cross that bridge at 75mph,
but this canyon would have just been a total route buster for the pioneers back in
the day. (jglow 2011)
The experience of the route was partly determined by the number of riders in a
group. In this project's sample, four of the riders traveled alone, but several of them were
joined by other adventure motorcyclists at certain points of the ride. In some cases, riders
would communicate with other motorcyclists on AdvRider.com as they moved across the
route and these riders would join them to ride sections of the route. Another rider
expressed his appreciation for riding with his wife: "I have to say that if you ride the TAT
solo, my hat's off to you. But there is certainly something to be said about riding with
your wife (or any other). There is a dynamic there" (jglow 2011). For other riders, being
alone was the meaning of the trip. "This trip has been very solo - very lacking in other
people. You can spend pretty much an entire day in America, riding solo, without talking
to anyone else. As I would go further west, you wouldn't even see anyone else"
(nateberkopec 2014).
The ending of the TAT brought a different experience than many of the riders
expected. Based on the rider narratives and my own personal experience on the TAT,
riders often find themselves coming into Port Orford on a variety of routes. The maze of
roadways that cut through Oregon can be confusing, and riders often try to reach Port
Orford by dusk if possible. In doing so, riders often use maps and GPS units to find to
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quickest path to the Pacific Ocean. Although the following rider stayed close to the
original path, he explains that the ending was bitter sweet.
I had terribly mixed feelings while rolling around Port Orford and taking these
photos. On the one hand, I felt an incredible sense of accomplishment. I'd traveled
over 6,500 miles by dirt, gravel, mud and asphalt, every single mile alone. [...] In
a lot of ways, it was quite improbable that I should be here. I also felt glad that it
was all over. It wasn't a vacation, to be sure - I was missing my girlfriend back in
New York something fierce, and after a while, I think gas station food starts to get
old! I thought I was due for some rest. I went to the nicest restaurant in town and
ordered a steak dinner. (nateberkopec 2014)
MegaShred writes that the end did not necessarily change him, but the trip did give him a
sense of completion and personal accomplishment before entering the next stage of his
life.
I'm so glad I did this trip. No bro's, I didn't "find" myself...I don't think I changed
at all. I think I'm pretty stuck in my ways. But this trip did fulfill exactly what I
thought it would. It was an epic 19 days of straight riding through roads, streams,
midwest plains, mountains, deserts and cold ass Oregon. I was feeling a bad case
of Post Grad depression before this trip but I think this cured it. I did something
cool and I'm ready to go back to normal life. (megashred 2012)
Obstacles
The obstacles, or friction, of the TAT generally consisted of three different
categories: those caused by the terrain of the route, those caused by unavoidable and
unpredictable physical and social conditions, and those caused by a mechanical problem
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with the motorcycle. First, the obstacles caused by the route could usually be avoided by
decreasing speed. For example, the dirt used to cover the roadways of the Great Plains
was slippery and squirrelly, causing many people to unexpectedly lose control. Sand was
a popular obstacle, confusing many riders with how to deal with it. Usually, the
professionals suggest driving fast to keep the front tire from sinking, and applying weight
near the back also helps the front end to not sink. While I never personally mastered this
technique, others complained of other problems than just sand. "You would have to get
on the gas to make it through the sand, then you’d get some random traction and be
thrown out of the rut" (TravisB 2010). Besides sand and dirt, rock and water became the
other major obstacles along the route. The water crossing was a dominant feature of the
eastern portion. Within 10 miles of the start, the infamous Tennessee creek crossing is
the first major test of the route. In the western states, the TAT is covered with rock. Not
only is the speed greatly decreased due to the terrain, rocky inclines and technical steps
cause many riders, including myself, to reroute.
The obstacles that were caused by unavoidable problems were usually due to
bridge or road closures, weather or environmental issues, or land (or agricultural) owners
who had decided to decline TAT riders access to their land. Snow could be a major issue
in the high mountain passes of Colorado during the early and late summer. Several
bridges had been closed for renovation since the route was first created. Forest fires also
became a problem as riders headed west. In Oregon, the logging operations were
constantly changing roads and road access. Some bikers were asked by landowners to
reroute by either signs or through conversation. Overall, obstacles were part of the
meaning associated with the TAT. As one rider explains, "'No Trucks Allowed' is a sign
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you're always happy to see as an adventure rider, but 'Dead End' is even better"
(nateberkopec 2014).
In addition to the obstacles found on the route, mechanical issues of bikes are
some of the most important sources of friction on the trip. Small parts may need to be
replaced, a wreck could damage the bike, and flat tires and altitude issues are highly
probable. In frustrating fashion, one rider explains, "I got another fence staple in my back
tire which punctured my tube in four places. And I pinched the tube after patching it up,
so on went the spare tube" (TravisB 2010).
Route
The route descriptions of the TAT illustrate the physical and cultural landscapes
that are a part of the path. As previously shown, the TAT crosses a variety of road types
ranging from pavement and compact dirt to deep sand and large rocks. While I have
already discussed the general descriptions and statistics of the route, I have used my
sample of rider reports to understand how the adventure motorcyclist community
describes the TAT path. Within these reports, riders described four parts of the route: the
roads, the surrounding physical landscape, structures and man-made objects, and
communities and people.
Countless numbers of objects and scenarios were mentioned on the route, but
general patterns emerged through the descriptions of the route. First, the route was
always described in state segments. Maps, roll-charts, and available GPS data of the TAT
are usually separated by state lines and riders all believe that significant physical
differences exist between each state segment. In describing the complete route at the end,
all of the riders categorized the route by state segments, noting the specific physical
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landscapes that are highlighted within each state's political boundaries. As one rider
explains about his perception of the variety of landscapes in each state, "It's weird how
each state has a different vibe" (megashred 2012). Moreover, riders all describe the
changing landscape as they travel west. "As each day goes by on the TAT, the
gravel/street ratio tilts more to gravel" (nateberkopec 2014).
Second, all of the riders subdivided their descriptions of the route in terms of
populated areas or isolated nature. Additionally, their descriptions of these places were
influenced by particular motives and experiences. For example, one rider explains that
although primitive camping would have been his first choice, the cost of time and money
that would have been spent to find a location to camp did not justify the means. "I
quickly learned that not only is finding cool campgrounds a pain, but it's not a whole lot
cheaper. I would rather camp on a cool lake or mountain top than in a hotel any day, but
that’s not always available. For those times, it's nice to have a hotel" (nateberkopec
2014). Another rider expressed his frustration with the routes relationship with the town:
"One of the things we both came to 'love' about the TAT was just as you think you're
close to something, a town or major road, the trail will just head out on a 15 mile jeep
trail detour..." (crazybrit 2011). Very seldom was the route negatively described in terms
of population. In fact, many of the riders found that they relied on the people who lived
along the route. For example, several of the riders were able to repair their motorcycles
along the way with help from locals. "Luckily, Mike noticed a farmer welding his fence a
few miles down the road. He let us use his tools and welder to repair Ben's bike"
(TravisB 2010).
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Infrastructure and paved roads were sometimes the topic of negative dialogue, as
seen from the descriptions of each state's segment. Tennessee was generally described as
the highly paved and difficult creek crossing beginning of the TAT. As one rider
described Tennessee, "Cherokee National Forest was quite pretty, but [...] it's mostly
pavement in the Tennessee section of the TAT. I didn't mind––I was still getting used to
dirt riding, and the pavement sections were still back roads far from the highways"
(nateberkpec 2014). The cultural landscape of the South was not spared, as one rider
described the people of Tellico Plains Tennessee as "Good Ol' Boys" with "thick,
southern accents, " and Mississippi as having "beautiful scenery with old farm houses,
big gardens, and rusted farm equipment. Almost everyone would wave as I rode by"
(bhp645 2014).
Compared to Mississippi and Tennessee, most riders described Arkansas as
desolate, and the Ozarks were a major change from the flatlands of the Delta. The road
conditions were generally smooth, allowing high speeds that "really let the bike run on
these roads, but the dust was horrible" (bhp645 2014). Another rider writes that "unlike
any other state I visited, [Arkansas] uses this really odd, super coarse gravel on their
roads. Unlike ordinary road gravel, this stuff must be the size of golf balls. At some
points, it feels like riding in sand––you have to reduce your steering input, lean back and
plow through." Two significant features of the built landscape in Arkansas were "Kale's
TAT Stop" and the "TAT Shak." As discussed in my narrative, Kale's TAT Stop was a
place for bikers to take a break from the route and interact with the locals. The Tat Shak,
however, is a house trailer west of Hector, Arkansas, where riders can rest and spend the
night free of charge. The TAT Shak has grown in popularity because of the internet
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presence of the TAT and the communication of adventure motorcyclists on forums and
other social media websites. As one rider said of the building, "I didn't stay here, but had
to stop and pay homage to this bit of TAT lore" (nateberkpec 2014).
In Oklahoma, one rider summarizes how most people describe the state by saying,
"This state is literally a grid of one mile squares. Oklahoma is 100% dirt, 100% straight,
and 100% flat. Oil rigs were pretty much my only neighbors out here" (megashred 2012).
The dynamics of the town and the interaction with the TAT was also noticed. "Oklahoma
has a lot of old farming towns that are basically empty now––Newkirk was one of them.
You drive down the old Main Street and all the shops are empty, usually filled up with
ad-hoc museum displays of photographs and memorabilia" (nateberkopec 2014).
The combined sections of Colorado and New Mexico were described as a major
shift in the elevation and terrain of the route. New Mexico was a short sprint across the
northeast corner of the state, but a singular rocky hill climb became the primary
component of the route. Colorado had difficult mountain passes, and their difficulty
partly depended on the weather. The towns in Colorado, however, were sometimes
described as touristy and filled with adventure tourists. One TAT rider explains staying
in a Salida hostel that was "full of characters- lots of young people that sounded like they
were volunteering in the area, two guys hiking the 500 mile Colorado trail, and some
nutjob riding a bicycle across the country" (nateberkopec 2014).
Moving into Utah, all of the riders noticed the major change of scenery as they
entered the high desert west of the Continental Divide. "This state is crazy. The scenery
changes almost instantly. The dirt is red and sandy. And since I was near Moab, there
were shredders everywhere" (megashred 2012). By "shredders," he means people riding
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off-road. The sand, rock, and barren landscape of Utah became the dominant features, all
lending to the difficulty of crossing the landscape. "The section between Green River and
Salina is probably the most technical section of the whole TAT" (jglow 2011). Another
rider suggested that the challenge made the ride: The black dragon wash was incredible.
Some of the most technical riding yet although not impassable. A fully loaded bike made
some parts challenging.
While Utah was the state of difficulty, Nevada was the state of desolation. As one
rider explains, "Riding in Nevada is a solitary affair, where you spend two hours pinning
the throttle in the flats, followed by an hour riding up some goat trail through the
mountains and down again. For the first time in the trip, while riding, I felt terribly,
terribly alone" (nateberkopec 2014). Along the Nevada landscape, several riders noticed
the industrial mining, TAT graffiti communicating between riders, and the sparsely
populated towns. The small town of Denio Junction has recently become popular on the
route because the one service station in town recently discontinued selling gasoline.
Apparently, it has to update its fuel reservoirs, and is in the process of replacing them.
The town became well known because it was usually the place where everyone needed
gas after driving a desolate 200 miles from the previous town.
Just before the route enters Oregon, riders travel a short distance across the
northeast corner of California. As the last state on the route, Oregon is described by the
route's return to a forested landscape. The section through Oregon is characterized by
logging roads whose navigation is constantly changing because of the logging business
and fallen trees and obstacles. "Oregon is tough navigation. Luckily, the logging trails are
everywhere and all eventually lead somewhere. I back tracked [sic] till I found gravel and
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I knew a highway was north" (megashred 2012). Another rider describes the roads as
"alternat[ing] between the thick leafy sections, burnt out stands, and clear-cut hills. The
burn-downs are fairly recent, from what I understand" (nateberkopec 2014) Approaching
Oregon's Pacific Coast, riders suggest that the route was not exactly how they had
imagined it would be. "The last 10 miles or so of the TAT are pretty funny. I was
expecting that I would round a bend in the mountains and I'd be able to see the Pacific in
the distance, but that moment never came. I was suddenly taking a left-hander onto US
Highway 101, which I knew would put me into Port Orford in just a few miles"
(nateberkopec 2014).
Photograph Analysis
I have used the photographs posted with each rider report on the AdvRider forum
to explore the scenes and visual representation that riders chose to represent each section
of the TAT. I collected 2,242 photographs from the same 12 rider reports of the narrative
analysis (Table 5). The photographs were placed into a category based on the primary
subject matter of the photograph. The following fifteen categories were chosen: animals,
business (place where the rider bought goods or service), dirt and mud, miscellaneous
items, mountains, obstacles on the route, repair, towns, rocks, sand, signs (or land
markers with visible text), structures, vegetation, water, and vista. The following
stipulations were taken during categorizing the photographs: 1) if mountains comprised
over half of a wide view, the image was categorized as mountains; 2) riders and their
motorcycles did not count as the primary subject for this method; the background was
used; and 3) creek-crossings were categorized as water unless the rider wrecks, in which
it becomes an obstacle.
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Table 6 and Figure 36 describe the results of this photograph analysis using all
photographs taken across the TAT. The results show that specific categories were
dominant in each state. Starting in the eastern section of Tennessee, most of the
photographs are categorized as being "water," "vegetation," and "repair." In Mississippi,
the main categories are "vista," "repair," and "dirt." The number of photographs increased
substantially in Arkansas with "vista" and "dirt" as the most popular theme. Interestingly,
"mountains" were one of the least photographed subjects. In Oklahoma, "vistas" and
"structures" are dominant.
Moving into the western section beginning with Colorado, "mountains and
"vistas" were followed by "structures" and "signs." In Utah and Nevada, "vistas" were
dominant, followed by "rock" and "mountains." Finally in Oregon, the primary category
was still "vista," although the total number of photographs substantially decreased.
The number of photographs taken across the TAT reveals an interesting
conclusion about the activities and sights on the TAT. More photography is taking place
in the west instead of the east. The state with the highest number of photographs was
Colorado (639), and Tennessee was the state with the lowest number (101). Moreover,
the "vistas" and "mountains" of the states with the highest numbers of photographs
became the most dominant themes throughout the TAT.

Table 6
Results of photographs taken on the TAT
Category
Animals
Business
Dirt
Items
Mountains
Obstacle
Repair
Rocks
Sand
Sign
Structure
Town
Vegetation
Water
Vista
TOTAL

Oregon Nevada
0
3
10
15
12
6
14
9
12
32
13
16
14
12
3
10
1
5
14
9
12
28
3
9
29
17
30
9
35
94
202
274

Utah
10
21
37
5
59
37
15
67
17
23
25
4
16
6
140
482

Colorado
22
21
22
7
122
46
35
42
0
59
67
25
58
6
107
639

Oklahoma
19
4
23
14
2
7
21
1
2
15
35
13
8
7
36
207

Arkansas Mississippi
7
4
20
8
29
15
19
3
1
0
18
6
17
13
8
0
2
6
15
7
18
5
3
1
29
11
15
8
34
15
235
102

Tennessee
2
5
1
2
2
4
14
1
0
7
5
3
24
22
9
101

TOTAL
67
104
145
73
230
147
141
132
33
149
195
61
192
103
470
2242
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Figure 36. Photography profiles on the TAT. Each graph represents the volume of
photographs taken of each category along the route from west to east (Oregon is left, and
Tennessee is right).
After analyzing the narratives which correspond with the photographs, I learned
that not every rider travels through every state, nor do they keep a similar schedule. To
compensate for this inconsistency, I changed my question to consider the individual state
sections. In what states do these categories of photographs become the most prominent
feature captured? To answer this question, I divided the different categories of
photographs into state groups, and then normalized these categories based on the number
of photographs taken in each state. In other words, I created percentages of each
photograph category for each individual state. These category percentages were then
compared between states in order to understand how each category dominated the state.
Figures 37-41 illustrate the results of this photograph analysis. These results,
which are now in relation to the number of photographs taken in each state, show how
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each category changed across the TAT. Animals dominated Oklahoma; dirt was
dominant in Mississippi and Arkansas. There is a higher percentage of miscellaneous
items in Arkansas, and higher percentages of mountains in the west. The percentage of
obstacles was more apparent in Arkansas, and a higher percentage of motorcycle
maintenance in the eastern states. Rock and sand were highest in the west. Signs were
highest in Arkansas and Colorado, while Oklahoma had the highest percentage of
structures. The percentage of town photographs was highest in Oklahoma, and vegetation
percentages were highest in Tennessee and Oklahoma.
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Figure 37. Photograph analysis maps of animals, businesses, and dirt. Left maps show
total across TAT; Right maps show percent of state total dedicated to category
(normalized by state total).
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Figure 38. Photograph analysis maps of items, mountains, and obstacles. Left maps show
total across TAT; Right maps show percent of state total dedicated to category
(normalized by state total).
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Figure 39. Photograph analysis maps of repair, rocks, and sand. Left maps show total
across TAT; Right maps show percent of state total dedicated to category (normalized by
state total).
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Figure 40. Photograph analysis maps of signs, structures, and towns. Left maps show
total across TAT; Right maps show percent of state total dedicated to category
(normalized by state total).
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Figure 41. Photograph analysis maps of signs, structures, and towns. Left maps show
total across TAT; Right maps show percent of state total dedicated to category
(normalized by state total).
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION
I have used a mixed-methods approach to describe and analyze the TransAmerica Trail adventure motorcycling route. Specifically, I have relied upon GIS
mapping and analysis, ethnography, discourse analysis, and image analysis to answer the
following research questions:
• How does the route change across space, and what are the characteristics of the
surrounding social and physical environments?
• How do the defining characteristics of the adventure motorcyclist community
influence their perception and experience of the landscape?
• What can riding the TAT teach us about mobility?
• What does this landscape of mobility reveal about the connections between
movement and landscape?
The goal of each research question is to explore the TAT as a human artifact of
mobility. Cresswell (2010) identified three different components of mobility: physical
movement, representation, and practice. Physical movement is the action of going from
an origin to a destination, representation is the meaning of the act of physical movement,
and practice is the experience. To understand how these parts are geographically formed,
Cresswell argues that we should consider six different politics of mobility: motivation,
speed, rhythm, route, experience, and friction. His conceptual framework, which he
defines as these six politics, is intended to illustrate mobility as a type of social
relationship. He uses the word "politics" because these characteristics relate directly to
the social power that can create, and be created by, mobility. He expands this framework
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by suggesting that mobility changes over time, and we can trace its practices,
representations, and patterns by considering its cycle as a constellation of mobility.
The following discussion of my research results uses Cresswell's six politics to
investigate the constellation of mobility associated with the TAT. My results reveal that
the TAT is a landscape of mobility that has been developed and sustained by the
adventure motorcycling community due to its landscape characteristics, the social
relationships that have arisen out of it, and a distinctive movement pattern built on
motivation and experience.
Pilgrimage and Motivation
My ethnography and personal narrative analysis revealed that the motivations for
riding the TAT are similar to those of secular pilgrimages. In his study of the TransAmerica Bicycle Trail, Crawford (2015) investigates why bicyclists travel a route of
paved roads from Virginia to Oregon. He found themes of the tourist role, a sense of
challenge and personal achievement, an escape to freedom, a connection with nature,
idealized pastoralism, interaction with people, and a pilgrimage to the "Real America."
These same themes occur in journeys of the TAT. Similarly, the TAT is an example of a
pilgrimage landscape where people can subscribe to secular religions based on the
national mythology of the United States and motorcycle travel culture. Campo (1998)
described these secular religions as civil and cultural religion. Only a few motorcyclists
explicitly said the ride had spiritual meaning, but all of the riders described some form of
pilgrimage concept through the reflection and transformation of their lives by the end of
their journeys.
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Victor Turner's pilgrimage themes of liminality and communitas were also
present. Many of the riders revealed that they were in a liminal stage of their life, such as
transitioning between school and employment or between jobs. Moreover, a community
of TAT riders is visibly present in the landscape even though the movement of the route
typically keeps riders isolated. Most riders move from east to west because of the rollchart navigation that helps riders traverse the route. Due to this unidirectional movement,
seldom do TAT riders encounter other riders. This isolation supports the agenda of the
adventure motorcyclist, but the graffiti, stickers, and engravings left by TAT riders
reveals the communication among members in this community. The map showing the
spatial distribution of riders' hometowns who visited the TAT Stop is also evidence of
this pilgrimage (Figure 12). While riders from the eastern United States are most
prevalent, the northeast states, western states, and Florida all have large numbers of TAT
riders. Additionally, at least one rider appeared from Canada, Belgium, New Zealand,
Switzerland, United Kingdom, and Australia.
Similar to Crawford's pilgrimage for the Real America, TAT riders are also
motivated by the desire for seeing a Real America through the pastoral landscape
associated with dirt roads. As shown in my review of personal narratives, some riders say
that they wanted to take a trip out west, and others describe motivations tied to avoiding
infrastructure. Jakle (1985) writes that recreational travel in the United States transformed
in three stages between the years of 1900 to 1960. It was first an escape for the elite, then
a recreational activity for the middle class, and finally an act of transportation across
placeless interstates. When the middle class began using travel as a recreational activity,
a mythology was built around journeys out west across dirt roads. As Nye (2015) writes,
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the interstate infrastructure has since modernized the tourist experience by concentrating
on speed and transportation. Through the process of modernization, transportation
infrastructure has redefined the agglomerated spaces along the way as obstacles to
reaching a final destination. Besides changing the perception of place, this modernization
of tourism has amplified the historical mythology that surrounds the dirt road as a
specific place. The TAT has gained popularity in the adventure motorcycling community
as a way to cross the United States by dirt roads even though it consists of paved roads
and actually begins 400 miles inland from the Atlantic Ocean. To understand why dirt
roads are experienced as specific places, we must then consider the culture associated
with the adventure motorcycling community and the culture of the dirt road.
The Adventure Motorcycling Community
The adventure motorcycling community is a sub-culture of the larger motorcycle
community. As described through the personal narratives in Chapter IV, adventure
motorcyclists see themselves as a different type of motorcyclist. To be an adventure
motorcyclist, one must ride a long distance, and the ride must have some form of
uncertainty associated with it, especially with regard to road conditions and travel
logistics. Most adventure motorcyclists ride dual-sport motorcycles capable of traversing
both paved highways and rough, off-road terrain. Additionally, adventure motorcyclists
wear protective clothing and other gear to support their ride, and they usually carry large
amounts of luggage strapped to their motorcycle. The community has even developed its
own jargon, which I learned through the ethnography of the TAT. For example, a
thumper refers to a 4-cylinder dirt bike, panniers are the hard luggage boxes on the rear
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sides of the motorcycle, and a doohickey is another term for the balancer chain adjuster
lever that is infamous for breaking on the Kawasaki KLR650.
The riders on the TAT describe themselves as adventure motorcyclists, but some
even see themselves as a further division of this group. As mentioned previously, one
rider, upon parking his dual-sport motorcycle covered with mud beside a cleaner BMW
dual-sport, felt a form of "moral superiority." Whether he was actually being serious or
not, this is evidence that TAT riders feel a form of personal achievement that has a higher
value than simply being a part of the adventure motorcycling community. To this effect,
TAT riders are creating a social hierarchy that separates themselves from other riders and
thus builds the shared community indicative of Turner's communitas.
To be a part of the TAT riding community, riders must travel a route similar to
the one originally created by Sam Correo. To what degree can the route be similar?
Considering my sample of personal narratives from AdvRider.com, even the riders who
take detours, follow other versions of the route from different websites, or complete the
route in multiple trips are all still welcomed as a part of the TAT rider community. This
variation in the community of TAT riders may be explained by absence of signs and
official markers that declare a specific route. Additionally, my experience and other
riders' narratives show that sections of the route often become closed due to external
factors, which then requires rerouting. Based on the lack of evidence supporting the exact
route as the ticket into this community, I argue that to be a part of the TAT community,
riders must move along the route and experience a specific tourist gaze.
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The TAT and the Tourist Gaze
John Urry (1990) describes the tourist gaze as a desired visual encounter of a
unique landscape that is anticipated, socially organized, and sought after by tourists. In
identifying different types of gazes, Urry defines the romantic gaze as an isolated private
encounter that instills personal or spiritual meaning. He adds that the anticipation of these
gazes act like signs of authenticity in the tourism landscape. Urry claims that the modern
tourist experience is rarely truly authentic, but is instead a version of staged authenticity.
Price-Davies (2011) explains that the search for the tourist gaze is the motivating factor
of adventure motorcycling, and this specifically relates to Urry's concept of the romantic
gaze. Additionally, he argues that adventure motorcycling offers an authentic experience
through the exposure to genuine people and places of a trip, but it also provides
motorcyclists the feeling of authentic exploration established by motorcycle travel
authorities like Ted Simon or Ewan McGregor and Charlie Boorman.
Further untangling the meaning of authenticity, Bruner (1994) classified four
types of authenticity, which were based on verisimilitude, genuineness, originality, and
authority. While I could argue that all of Bruner's types of authenticity appear throughout
narratives of the TAT, these travelers are more concerned with staying away from areas
of staged authenticity. As shown in several narratives throughout Colorado and Utah, the
riders described several towns and the residents as being "touristy" because of the
proliferation of adventure tourism. The ATV and Jeep rental stores in Moab exemplify
the negativity shared by TAT riders when a romantic tourist gaze becomes a collective
gaze shared with other people. The rider is separated from the anti-modernism and
pastoralism associated with the mythology of the dirt road journey.
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Land Cover and Population
I have argued that the mobility of the TAT is practiced like a secular pilgrimage,
and these riders are part of an adventure motorcyclist community motivated by the desire
to encounter the tourist gaze of the "dirt road." While this theoretical framework explains
the motivation behind the TAT, the geography of the route builds the reasons behind its
representation and experiential components.
The total route length of the TAT is around 4,185 miles, but many riders report
riding over 5,000 miles before reaching Port Orford, Oregon. They accumulate these
extra miles by riding to nearby towns for gas, food, or a place to stay for the night.
Considering the network of roads that form the line of the route, the curviness is not a
major concern for riders, although the high sinuosity ratios of Mississippi and Oregon are
reflected in the narratives as creating slow, frustrating, or harmful movement. There was,
however, a drastic range of elevation between the segments of each state. The eastern
states had characteristically low elevations (less than 2000 mi), and the western states had
high elevations (greater than 3000 mi). Similar to elevation, most riders described the
TAT in two parts: the eastern section of higher population, low elevation, and more
paved roads; and the western section of sparse population, much higher elevation, and
more unpaved roads. The terrain and topography of the route also contribute to this
separation of the eastern and western sections of the route. The roads in the eastern states
are mostly flat gravel or compacted dirt, although it would be a complete
misrepresentation to say that the western roads are not mostly gravel or dirt. Based on my
experience, I would suggest that the total mileage of non-technical dirt roads actually
increase. The sections of rock, sand, switchbacks, and mountainous climbs, however,
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significantly increase in the west. These factors of the physical landscape created the
rugged or difficult terrain for my bike, and they eventually influenced the overall
perception of my ride.

Figure 42. Cross section of TAT showing frequencies of elevation, population and land
cover types.
The land-cover statistics partly explain the eastern and western dichotomy of the
route (Figure 42). Forest cover dominated the eastern portion of the route, and even
though Oregon has the highest forest-cover percentage, the west is generally remembered
by riders for the 1,100 miles of shrubland across the high deserts of Utah and Nevada.
Moving across the TAT, the percentage of water cover decreases and barren landscapes
increase in the west. Grasslands are most prominent between Oklahoma to Utah and
cultivated landscapes are dominant east of the Rocky Mountains. Most importantly, land-
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cover characteristics prove that developed landscapes only amount to 0.38 percent (75
square miles) of the land cover on the route, making it the least represented land-cover
type. Although this low amount of developed land cover is expected for a route like the
TAT, I suspect that this value would prove to be drastically lower in comparison to a
paved recreation route across the country.
Perhaps even more telling than land cover statistics, the population along the
route drastically changes between its eastern and western sections (Figure 43). The
eastern portion between Oklahoma and Tennessee has more cities with larger
populations. Seventy-two percent of the Census Designated Places (270 places) were
located between Tennessee and Oklahoma, and all 17 cities with populations over 10,000
were located within this area. Using U.S. Census Block population data of the individual
state sections, complete isolation (areas without any population) is not consistent until
riders are west of the Continental Divide. Even in western Oklahoma where riders began
posting comments about isolation, census block population data illustrates that low
numbers of people are still consistently living within three miles of the route, albeit in
populations of less than 10.
Speed, Rhythm, and Friction
Although land-cover and population statistics provide a general overview of the
route, my ethnography and analysis of narratives and photographs provided the best clues
for understanding how the route influences the mobility characteristics of speed, rhythm,
and friction.
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Figure 43. Census Designated Places along the TAT categorized by population.
First, by choosing to ride the TAT on a Yamaha WR250R dual-sport motorcycle,
I was really choosing a type of experience. Although dual-sport motorcycles are
engineered to perform well on both paved and unpaved surfaces, my personal experience
with the Yamaha WR250R reveals how these two-wheeled machines function in the
different environments found on the TAT. Dual-sport motorcycles generally sit higher
than other motorcycles, thus providing a high ground clearance. They are lightweight,
and they are geared for controlled travel at low speeds. In comparison to riding the
interstate at high speeds, riding a dual-sport motorcycle across dirt roads at lower speeds
provides better fuel efficiency and longer tire tread-life.
Moreover, riding a dual-sport on a highway can be physically miserable. Wind
buffering, vibrations, and a small seat are noticeable characteristics of my dual-sport that
became miserable annoyances during high speed. In slow speeds, however, the small seat
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allowed me to move from side to side to position my weight in rough terrain. Similarly,
the bike's low weight allowed me to easily maneuver the bike, but caused wind buffering
and vibrations at higher speeds. Through these characteristics, the dual-sport is a
motorcycle that is engineered to be optimal for a particular environment. These
engineering characteristics are reflected in the visible appearance of the motorcycle.
Riders can differentiate a dual-sport from just a motorcycle because of the lightweight
plastic parts surrounding the frame and knobby all-terrain tires, known as knobbies. With
these features and the sub-culture of adventure motorcyclists, the dual-sport has become a
symbolic part of material culture. Given the nature of the TAT, dual-sport motorcycles
are a required piece of material culture to achieve mobility with adventure motorcycling.
The rhythm of TAT mobility is shaped by daylight, weather patterns, and
unforeseen obstacles on the route. I found, however, that the characteristically small gas
tank of the dual-sport is one of the most important factors that shapes the rhythm of the
ride. Across the entire route, gas stations were the most important locations to know.
Similar to how Lowe and Moryadas (1975) explains the power that nodes provide to
movement along a network, the gas station is the node providing power on the TAT. Due
to this importance of fuel, I found that the TAT rider must constantly perform math in
his/her head. I was constantly glancing at my odometer to calculate the distance to the
next gas station or the distance to the next turn. In conversation with my riding partner,
Carey, he explained that "doing math" is a part of the ride; he describes it as second
nature that also keeps the rider alert and aware.
In comparison to other modes of transportation, the speed and rhythm across the
TAT is considerably fast and persistent on a dual-sport motorcycle. The physical
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movement from Tellico Plains to Port Orford, however, is a slow process given the
present transportation infrastructure. Google Maps calculates that the approximate 2,700
miles of pavement separating these locations can be traveled in 41 hours. I took 31 days
to cross the 4,000 miles of the TAT. Riding an average of seven hours per day, my trip
took around 220 hours. Even if the TAT was twice the distance as the paved route, my
trip still took much longer than 82 hours. The TAT route therefore is populated by a
series of obstacles that act as sources of friction for riders.
The two most common obstacles come from mechanical issues and difficult
terrain. Mechanical issues range from common problems like flat tires, oil leaks, or other
issues that occur from wrecking your bike. The other primary obstacle is the physical
components of the route itself. Mud, water, rocks, and deep sand wreak havoc on the
progress of the TAT rider, and the difficulty of the terrain determines the speed and
rhythm that TAT riders can travel across the TAT. In addition, weather and elevation
influence friction in unpredictable ways. For example, rain makes every type of terrain
difficult to pass, and high elevations can significantly decrease the power of a motorcycle
due to lower oxygen intake. While friction from mechanical issues and difficult terrain
can slow the movement across the route, these factors are part of the motivation behind
the adventure motorcyclist community. The adventure motorcyclist anticipates these
inherent mobility characteristics of speed, rhythm, and friction. While their interest in
gear and their six months of preparation for the TAT are efforts to control or plan for the
anticipated friction, these mobility characteristics are nevertheless an important part of
the tourist gaze of the adventure motorcyclist.
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The Experience
So far, I have explained the mobility associated with the TAT in terms of
motivation, speed, rhythm, route, and friction. The one component from Cresswell's six
politics that wraps everything together is the experience of the mobility on the TAT. The
experiences explore the feelings associated with the TAT, which indirectly explores the
objects of the tourist gaze and explains how this mobility affects the perception of the
landscape.
Analysis of the personal narratives reveal that experiences of the TAT included
themes of journey, landmark perception, personal transformation, struggle, symbolic
interaction, and the tension between isolation and community. One of the primary themes
found throughout the TAT is the experience of isolation. The dependence on small towns
and communities for gasoline and other supplies, however, establishes an interesting
relationship between TAT riders and communities. On most occasions, the riders
describe an appreciation and positive attitude toward the communities where they
stopped. Several riders explained that meeting the people and exploring the small towns
were some of their best experiences on the route. On the other hand, riders typically had
negative comments towards areas they believed to have higher populations and large
numbers of tourists.
Using the 46 interviews that I collected during my fieldwork, 10 of the locations
reported not being aware of the TAT, 12 were somewhat aware, and 24 locations were
fully aware of the TAT (Figure 44). The mean populations for the places being somewhat
or fully aware were between 1,768 and 2,104, respectively. The mean population for the
10 locations who were not aware of the TAT was 8,259. Based on these results, areas of

139
larger populations were not as likely to know about the TAT as places with smaller
populations.

Figure 44. TAT Awareness
Although more research should be conducted on the correlation between
populations and awareness, several reasons may describe this relationship. First, from the
perspective of the rider, smaller towns have fewer options for TAT riders. Therefore,
businesses that I visited would have been more likely to be businesses that TAT riders
visited. From the perspective of the community, TAT riders passing through smaller
towns are more of a novelty in comparison to being in larger cities, and are therefore
more likely to be noticed.
A rider's motivation to ride the TAT could easily extend into specifically trying to
avoid large populations. After all, the TAT was made to avoid modern infrastructure. As
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shown in the personal narratives, many TAT riders perceive large populations to mean
tourism, and as Urry (1990) notes, tourism can be a version of staged-authenticity. The
negativity towards larger populations is a sign of desiring an un-staged experience. As
Price-Davies (2011) suggests, the goal of adventure motorcycling is to experience the unstaged authenticity, and this can be achieved by staying away from modern infrastructure.
If this correlation actually exists that riders are more likely to visit smaller towns over
larger towns, the antimodernist tourist gaze of the adventure motorcyclist community
supports this reasoning.
In this interaction between riders and communities, I found that many businesses
and surrounding communities are willing to help TAT riders. Small communities–at
least most of them–are motivated by the hope of economic development. Not only have
some businesses started selling supplies directed towards motorcyclists, they are also
willing to help riders with certain services, such as holding goods that may have been
sent by postage. Several areas offer tools and work areas that riders can use to repair their
motorcycles. On other occasions, I found that areas are willing to give advice and support
to riders about the route that lies ahead. The businesses that I interviewed that were aware
of the TAT all reported seeing at least one riding group per week in the summer months.
Several locations reported seeing an average of one riding group per day during the riding
season. In almost every conversation with these businesses, they were most fascinated by
the international riders that come to the TAT. Although riders were common at these
businesses, they were still interested in our trip. They wanted to know about the route and
the problems we faced.
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During my interactions with people or businesses, many started conversations
about motorcycles and motorcycle travel. The communities had a specific perception of
the motorcycle community. They understood that the adventure motorcyclist was visibly
different from the recreational cruiser. They were not familiar with the terminology
associated with adventure motorcycling, but they recognized key visual cues, including
the lightweight dual-sport motorcycle, the clothing, and the gear and luggage attached to
the motorcycle.
In Arkansas, two buildings are now dedicated to riders on the TAT. In Trenton,
the "TAT Stop" is a renovated antiques store that was created as a rest stop along the
route. The "TAT Stop" is not known for selling items, and its creator is not a TAT rider.
Instead, the TAT Stop was created as a place for interaction between the riders and the
local residents. Outside of Hector, Arkansas, the "TAT Shak" is a mobile home where
riders can rest or stay overnight for free while on the route. To stay there, riders must
know the combination to the lock on the door. Interestingly, for those who have not been
told about the "TAT Shak" by word of mouth, the purpose of the building with the sign
that reads "TAT Shak" is not understood. The TAT Shak first appeared on the AdvRider
internet forum, and the owner has created a website with more information
(TATshak.com). The combination to the door's lock is posted on its website. Riders with
this combination are allowed to stay at the Shak free of charge. These examples of the
TAT Stop and the TAT Shak are examples of a built landscape constructed for travelers
on the TAT. Through word of mouth or the internet, these locations have become part of
the tourist gaze as authentic (original) landmarks on the route. I believe that this
phenomenon has not caught on elsewhere because of the lack of populations that have
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day-to-day interactions with TAT riders. Although this has not been verified, I expect
that the creators of the TAT Shak and TAT Stop had frequent interactions with riders
before they created these places. From spending time with the man at the TAT Shak, I
learned that he was constantly using the TAT as the roads between his farm operation and
his home. His house was within a quarter of a mile from the route, and he was constantly
riding up and down it to manage his farm.
To better understand the perceptions that make up the tourist gaze of the TAT, I
analyzed 2,242 photographs posted with the ride report narratives. I divided these
photographs into 15 different categories based on the common themes that appeared in
each one. These photographs describe the progression of the TAT and the experiences
that have become a part of each state. In general, fewer photographs were taken in
Tennessee, Mississippi, Arkansas, and Oklahoma. The portions of the rider narratives
that described an overall disinterest in riding across these eastern landscapes could
explain these low numbers of photographs. The routes were predominately flat, had high
populations, and were more paved than the west. Once in Colorado, the number of
photographs drastically increases. Overall, the most dominant theme throughout the
photographs was the long-distance vista. Even in western states where mountains are
prevalent, the riders concentrated on capturing a composition of the landscape long
stretching views of isolated areas.
The number of categorized photographs within each state illustrates specific
characteristics of the mobility within that section. In Tennessee, water is the most
photographed subject because of the difficult creek crossings at the beginning of the
route. In Mississippi, dirt roads, vista, and repair becomes prevalent. The Ozark

143
experience of densely-forested hills is reflected in the photographs––riders hardly ever
see mountains. In Oklahoma, abandoned structures and the long-distance views across
the Great Plains are dominant. The mountain passes of Colorado create experiential
subject matter, and the high desert of Utah and Nevada open up the landscape for scenic
views and miles of isolated areas. In Oregon, the vista is still the central theme, but the
transition from the high desert to dense forest is not overlooked. The most interesting
category of photographs were those of "signs." The typical sign photograph was
composed of a sign with text, and the rider was standing next to it. The types of
photographs were blatant ways to capture the encounter with an authentic place due to the
authoritative power invested in the sign.
Yi-Fu Tuan (1974) writes that our perception of the environment is a response to
stimuli. He argues that although our understanding of the environment can change based
on our attitudes, we have the ability to develop senses other than the five basic ones. Over
time and from experience, people have the ability to develop tactile senses of specific
feeling, or refine visual perceptions of three-dimensional space based on familiarity of
shadows, contour, and relief. Like learning to read the shaded relief on an elevation map,
people are capable of developing senses from experience. Murphy (2013) and Gracefire
(2014) have studied how the brain looks when riding a motorcycle, and brain scans have
shown that the brain exhibits a specific reaction to riding the machine. Similarly, riding in
the style of adventure motorcycling is an experiential process of constant attention to
landscape, and reaching isolated, off-the-grid environments that give reason to being an
adventure motorcyclist.
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In summary, I have structured a discussion of TAT mobility based around
Cresswell's six politics of mobility. The motivation of the TAT appears to be similar to a
secular pilgrimage for the adventure motorcycling community. I argue that adventure
motorcyclists are a sub-culture that exists because of the desire for a specific tourist gaze,
and this gaze is made possible by the dual-sport motorcycle. The physical and population
geographies of the route create an opportunity to experience the American myth of going
west on the dirt road. The speed, rhythm, and obstacles are all related, but are all based
on the form of mobility provided by the dual-sport motorcycle. Most importantly, the
isolation, landscape features, and perceptions of the TAT are based on experiences within
the landscape. Together, the culture surrounding adventure motorcycling and the
landscape of the TAT is a constellation of mobility that is symbolized in the dual-sport
motorcycle.
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CHAPTER VI
CONCLUSION
Mobility is a topic that attempts to understand the meaning and practice that
accompanies movement. Previous research has shown that routes and roadways can be
studied as distinct cultural landforms that provoke experiences and perceptions of place.
Instead of considering routes as placeless settings for physical movement, this research
investigates a route as an experienced landscape of mobility.
The purpose of this research was to examine the mobility that has become
associated with the Trans-America Trail (TAT). Not only is there a specific movement
associated with the TAT, there is a clear recreational culture that has claimed ownership
of the route. Using concepts of mobility, route geography, tourism, and motorcycle
culture, I have attempted to explain how the geography of the TAT influences its
meaning and experience. Also, the research shows how Correro's TAT has inspired and
expanded the mobility of adventure motorcycling.
I explored the ways the route changes across space, how the characteristics of
adventure motorcyclists have created the meaning of the TAT, and how the mobility of
this route can be described in terms of motivation, speed, rhythm, route, experience, and
friction. Using a mixed methods approach, I have structured the mobility experience of
the TAT according to Tim Cresswell's (2010) six politics of mobility: motivation, speed,
rhythm, route, experience, and friction. I measured quantitative characteristics of the
route using maps and GIS; I used ethnographic methods collected from my own trip
across the TAT to understand the landscape and the interaction of people on the route;
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and I used narratives and photographs from AdvRider.com to understand the motives,
travel, and experiences of TAT travelers.
My mapping and quantitative techniques describe that different geographies of
distance, curvature, elevation, and population that give the TAT its measurable
differences between each state. Additionally, land cover characteristics reveal that
different states have dominant land cover classifications, and these distinct variations
create a dichotomy of the east and west.
Considering the complete route, most riders negatively described the eastern
portion due to large populations and the abundance of paved roadways. Riders are
dependent, however, on businesses like service stations for fuel, food, and other supplies.
From the interviews that I conducted with businesses on the TAT, I found that places
with higher populations are less likely to be aware of the route. Although further research
should be done on this correlation, the initial findings make sense based on the
motivations of the adventure motorcyclist.
Using the narratives and photographs that TAT riders publish on the internet, I
found that they had similar motives, travel patterns, and experiences. To explain this
group of adventure motorcyclists, I have used Urry's concept of the tourist gaze to
illustrate how riders anticipate the visual encounter of specific objects and actions in a
landscape. The specific romantic gaze of the adventure motorcyclist community
motivates TAT riders towards antimodernist themes of isolation and the avoidance of
modern transportation infrastructure.
Using categories of photographs to better understand the tourist gaze of the TAT
rider, I found that they are in search of wide sprawling vistas that capture the feeling of
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isolation. Dominant land cover types explain the distribution of photography within each
state, but photographs also explain the experience from movement and friction. Figure
29, the photograph I took south of Eureka, Nevada, captures the tourist gaze of the TAT.
This photograph shows us on the winding gravel roads as the sun begins to set behind a
desolate mountainous vista.
Together, my results show the TAT as a distinct cultural landform that has been
given meaning by the adventure motorcycling community due to landscape
characteristics, social relationships, and a distinctive movement pattern built on
motivation and experience. This thesis shows that adventure motorcyclists are a subculture in search for the tourist gaze made possible by the dual-sport motorcycle. This
gaze is based around the isolation and achievement that accompanies American myth of
going west on the dirt road.
This research sets the foundation for future studies of the TAT and the culture of
adventure motorcyclists. Future avenues of research should consider the interaction
between riders and communities, economic benefits from the TAT, and the politics of
creating built landscapes like the "TAT Stop" on the route. As a source of countryside
capital, the route has the potential of being a promising source of revenue for small
towns. The effect of this growth, however, should be monitored. This research shows that
adventure motorcyclists hold a complex relationship with small communities, and
modern infrastructure and visible signs of economic growth could become negative
perceptions on the TAT.
More research is also needed on the specific geography of the tourist gaze on the
TAT. Large scale correlations exist between photographs and experience, but more
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research is needed to understand the connections between exact locations and the
perceptions of specific subject matter in TAT photography.
The intellectual merit of this research is in its examination of mobility as a
function of movement and landscape. Along with providing different aspects for research
on tourism, pilgrimage, mobilities, and sacred space, this study investigates the
geography of motorcycle tourism. Lastly, the Trans-America Trail is a recreational
landscape that has yet to be adequately documented in the academic literature. Its
importance as a route along which one can travel by dirt roads across North America is a
significant topic worthy of study.
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APPENDIX A
INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD NOTICE OF COMMITTEE ACTION
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APPENDIX B
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR BUSINESSES
• Are you aware of the TAT?
• Do you frequently see motorcyclists from the TAT?
• What do the bikers do in your town?
• When do you see the most bikers?
• How do you feel about the motorcyclists coming through town?
• Have the bikers ever done anything to make you mad or happy?
• Do you feel like the trail has had any affect on your town?
• Would you say the town is aware of the trail?
• Should your town welcome the bikers and invest in their travel?
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